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ABSTRACT

Fantasies of Representation: Methods of Feminist Literary Analysis
by
Alexandra Johnson

Advisor: Linda Martín Alcoff

The push for diversity in media and literature has resulted in an increase in representation,
at least on the surface. While the range of representation may have broadened in terms of subject
identity – gender, sexuality, race, ability, etc. – the way this diversity has occurred has not
necessarily encouraged ethical or allied development. The aim of my thesis is to develop and
deploy five methods of feminist critique and analysis of representation in popular media. I begin
by laying out the five methodologies, in a manner that allows for the use of these methods on other
examples. Then, I display these methods in five arguments, each examining the widely read and
viewed (and thus impactful) Game of Thrones franchise. First, I use the MBTI personality test to
chart representation in the franchise, noting the impact of the under- or over-represented
personality types on the constituted subject. Second, I use a Butlerian-concept of asymmetrical
language to argue the loss of social critique in female hero roles. Third, I construct an
epistemological category of queer experience to examine the detriment of queer narratives when
developed by non-queer writers. Fourth, I argue the situation of the feminine as either 'place' or
'prize' in relation to the male hero, and the detrimental modern inclusion of rape to remove her
from that cycle. And, finally, I engage with Serene Khader's seven commitments of missionary
feminism to trace perpetuated narratives of white saviorism in fantasy worlds. I conclude with the
argument that the ways that certain identity groups have been represented, in the midst of a push
for diversity, have actually created detrimental representations that impact reader/viewer subject
development.
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Introduction
Fantasy is a genre that has grown in popularity since its modern conceptualization by
Tolkien in 1937 with the publication of The Hobbit. The ability to develop new worlds, create
mystical creatures, defy universal laws, and invent everything from language to food, makes the
genre a playground for imagination and creativity. Yet, even with the flexibility of the genre, the
reiteration of detrimental representations of subject identities are maintained: women remain
subjugated to their male counterparts, the queer community are submitted to regular violence for
their sexuality, and racial difference is maintained and reinforced through repeated narratives of
colonization, slavery, and barbarism. The aim of this work is to develop five distinct methods of
feminist analysis of modern fantasy as a way to critique the sustaining detriment of social issues
from our world being reiterated into fictionally created worlds. Using these novel methods, this
work will analyze the widely popular Game of Thrones franchise in five separate arguments, as
the franchise has not only become a cornerstone for the fantasy genre and but has also impacted a
global audience. Representation is an important addition into the conversation of modern
entertainment, but this work will argue that while representation is important, the mere act of
representation is not a complete nor necessarily ethical act. Each methodology will work off of the
idea of residual prejudice – unconscious acts of unethical decisions in terms of the development
of narratives, characters, and worlds – with a heavy leaning on the philosophical work of Miranda
Fricker, who states that "oppression can be explicitly repressive…or it can be a silent by-product
of residual prejudice in a liberal society"1. The goal of this thesis is to outline five methodologies
of feminist analysis that unearth the residual prejudices within modern fantasy media.

1

Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 58.
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Methodologies:
Literature Through a Feminist Lens

Methods of feminist analysis vary, depending on the field of approach, on the medium
being critiqued, and for many other reasons. One of the goals of this paper is to draft five specific
forms of feminist analyses of literature, built on the field of feminist philosophy, and developed in
an aim to understand the ethical failures and successes of modern representation in popular culture.
The aim of these methods is to encourage a deeper analysis of popular media that reveals the
(in)ethical production of identity representation in terms of character, plot, and world development.
The first method uses the Myers-Brigg Type Indicator test to analyze the representation of
personalities within a text or film, to understand the inclusion and exclusion of certain identity
representations outside of direct subject identities, and the constitution of subjectivity that arises
from this (using Miranda Fricker's conceptualizations). The second method deploys a Butlerianconcept of asymmetrical language with the social imagination to examine the Hero's Journey and
track the movement of the heroine character or heroic Other to see the loss of social critique that
takes place in substitution for a male hero. The third method constructs an epistemological
category of the Q(ueer)-Experiential to determine the power dynamic between the writer and the
written and find the detriments that may arise in discrepancies, and the power dynamics that
assume accuracy. The fourth method situates the Othered feminine as appearing as either 'place'
or 'prize' within heroic narratives, allowing for the examination of an erasure of agency. The fifth
and final method engages Serene Khader's seven commitments of missionary feminism to find
constructions and perpetuations of colonization in terms of white saviorism. The aim of this section
is to lay out the approach to each of these five methods, before providing examples of the
deployment of each of these five methods in the following sections.
2

Method One: MBTI as Stereotype Marker
The Myers-Brigg Type Indicator test, or the MBTI, was developed by Isabel Briggs Myers
through the expansion of the psychological theories of C. G. Jung. The MBTI has been used in
everything from relationship compatibility to team building, and ‘tests’ the way in which
individuals think and respond to their surroundings. There are sixteen types within the MBTI, and
these sixteen types are made up of four distinct categories, with each type being one of two
components within each of the four categories: introverted/extroverted, intuitive/sensing,
thinking/feeling, and judging/perceiving. Each combination of these components (i.e. INTJ, ESFP,
etc.), designates a certain personality type that describes the thought processes and behaviors of
individuals, with significant variation both between the types and within the types. Using the
MBTI as a feminist method emerged from the aim to understand how female characters are
represented in popular culture in a way that reinforces certain stereotypes around character 'type'.
As the MBTI tests personality and categorizes individuals into sixteen types, the use of the test is
to address two concerns in terms of representation. The first, is to see the exclusion of certain
personality types to determine if a piece of literature or media is missing certain types in their
character representation, and the correspondence of that exclusion to gender. The aim of this
analysis is to see which personality types are regularly cited in character identity, and which are
excluded; as the MBTI test provides that each of the sixteen personalities are represented in our
real lives, non-inclusion in media allows insight into which personality types are seen as
"uncomfortable" or "unrepresentable". The second concern is around the exclusion of certain
personality components and the correspondence of that exclusion to gender. The aim of this
method is to see which components are regularly cited and which are excluded, and how this
inclusion/exclusion of components situates individuals in terms of gender representation.

3

This method requires both a deep knowledge of the MBTI types or access to a testing
website and an ability to parse out behaviors based on a deep understanding of the personalities of
characters. For highly popular media, some websites list the MBTI types already, though these
tend to differ between sites. Each character's MBTI type is one of sixteen, and each type includes
one of each of the following pairs: introverted/extroverted, intuitive/sensing, thinking/feeling, and
judging/perceiving. Once assigning personalities to each character within the literary or media
piece, charting these personalities and finding the percentage of occurrence within the piece is the
next step. See the Appendix section for examples of these charts, which mimic the style of the
MBTI charting methods, with the first chart showing what is missing from representation, and the
second showing what is (overwhelmingly) present. It is also helpful, for comparison, to make
separate charts based on which identity marker being analyzed, i.e., a comparison along the gender
binary of female and male representation in media, among others. The original MBTI charts
(featuring the 16 Types) can be found online for comparison as well.
The intended result of this charting of personality types is to address the concerns
mentioned before: exclusions of personality types and components. First, the inclusion/exclusion
of personality types and components provides an understanding of which personalities are
considered "uncomfortable" in terms of representation. For example, which personality types or
specific components – though represented in reality – are not used for female characters. The
results found in Argument One saw that each of the sixteen personalities were represented for male
characters, while 25% of personalities were missing for female characters. There is also a
significant exclusion of the "thinking" types for female characters, for example, even though
female "thinking" types appear in reality. The ramifications of these inclusions/exclusions are
explored in Argument One.

4

Method Two: Heroines in Asymmetrical Language
The development of this method came from the desire to understand the failures of the new
process of "heroine replacement" in popular media, where the male hero of traditional heroic plots
and character arcs is replaced with a female hero as an attempt for modern representation. The
concern remains that while the gender of the hero may have changed, the character arc of the
female hero was altered. This method requires two components of analysis: the first, a reproduction of the Hero's Journey in terms of the heroine, and the second a search for places of
either erasure or sacrifice. The Hero's Journey (see Appendix E) was developed by Joseph
Campbell and has been used as a standard for the development of heroic stories (Star Wars is the
clearest and most common example). This trend of heroine replacement has begun to repeat this
journey, but with a female hero rather than a male hero (again, Star Wars is an easy example). The
idea of the Hero’s Journey is based on Campbell’s assumption that the Jungian archetypes of
behavior and personality is translatable to general experience. Both Campbell and Jung attempt to
assert a universality about experiences and language that are supposed to speak for “all of
mankind”. The concern with this replacement stems from this assumption of universalization; the
Hero's Journey was developed in a way that was assumed to be a 'universal' mythological process,
but the 'universal' is a male-centered concept.
This universal myth from Campbell builds on Jungian theory of the 'collective
unconscious', which Jung refers to as "sheer objectivity, as wide as the world and open to all the
world."2 The (perhaps feminist) alternative to this 'objectivity' is what Miranda Fricker refers to as
the "social imagination", which are "shared imaginative conceptions of social identity.”3 The

2
3

C. G. Jung, The Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious (New York: Bollingen Foundation Inc., 1959), 22.
Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 14.
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Jungian idea consists of an overarching theme of universality that suggests that every experience
fits within these normative experiences that are seen repeated across time and cultures – what this
assumption excludes is the idea of constructiveness. Fricker’s social imagination allows us to see
the collective unconsciousness as a set of constructed ideals that are repeated and reiterated in
ways to appear as though these ideals are inherent. These constructed ideals become the norm and
eliminates the intrinsic assumption we see in Jung that allows for the proclamation of universality.
But the Hero’s Journey is still used in the majority of speculative fiction works and operates under
the assumption that the Hero’s Journey is a gender-less experience that is a universal truth for all
peoples/characters. The Hero’s Journey, though claiming to be a universal experience, is a
masculine experience that has been reiterated as normative.
In terms of the substitution of the male hero with a female hero, within the social
imagination that Fricker would describe, there is an asymmetry in language that creates the
detriment of this substitution. As the female is situated as hierarchically reduced to the male within
the social imaginative language, if coming "from a subordinate position within language, a woman
substitutes herself for a man…the act of substitution becomes an act of self-erasure or selfsacrifice."4 The aim of this methodology is to examine where the substitution becomes a space of
erasure or sacrifice, one wherein certain identity subject positions are not recognized as legitimate
within the heroic structure. The substitution of a female hero for the male hero may retain some
semblance of similarity, but the result of this substitution requires a sense of erasure or sacrifice
that results in an inability to survive in certain forms. An example of both erasure and sacrifice are
further explored in Argument Two.

4

Judith Butler, Senses of the Subject (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), 153.
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Method Three: The Q-Experiential
The Q-Experiential, developed in a similar fashion to the concept of G-Experiential from
Vrinda Dalmiya and Linda Alcoff as noted and fully described in Argument 3, is used to designate
the experience of queerness, hence the Q(ueer)-Experiential. The aim of this method is to examine
pieces of literature and media that provide representation of queerness, but with the concern that
the provision of this experience comes from external to the Q-Experiential and allows for a
violence to occur from that externality. The provision of this experience is strengthened in its
legitimacy by a "credibility excess" (Fricker), and then reiterated across media modes and
narratives until the designation of the Q-Experiential seems to be developed through the experience
of an external individual. Due to the extensive nature of this methodology, the full explanation can
be found in Argument 3. Ultimately, the result of this method of analysis will be to criticize the
reiteration of only a few queer experiences – violence, retribution, etc. – and the lack of positive
representations.
Method Four: Place, Prize, and "Agency"
The use of the Hero's Journey as a place of analysis is prominent in these methods, but it
is a common tool used by many fantasy authors to designate the arc of their characters. In this
method, the aim is to analyze the arc of the female characters in relation to the male hero – what
roles do they play and what frees them from these limited roles? This analysis finds that the
majority of traditional female characters, in traditional male-hero narratives, are situated as either
"place" or "prize" in relation to the hero. The Hero's Journey as a narrative device follows the
‘everyday’ hero as he heads out into the world to attempt some sort of quest that will ultimately
lead him into the possession of power or selfhood that he did not necessarily possess (or know that
he possessed) at the beginning of the story.
7

As the hero is traditionally a ‘he’, Joseph Campbell has been asked as to the situation of
the feminine. When asked if female heroes could take the journey, his response was “women didn’t
need to make the journey…[as] the woman is there”5. In a similar question about where the mother
was – as most hero’s journeys move the hero towards some sort of quest towards or around the
father – Campbell responded with a similar answer: “well, the mother’s right there. You’re born
from your mother, and she’s the one who nurses you and instructs you and brings you up to the
age when you must find your father.”6 In both of these circumstances, the feminine is designed as
a place; she is the mother from which the hero arises and the wife to which the hero returns. In this
‘placeness’, she is thus safe and protected, but subjugated. Prior to this designation towards
‘placeness’, though, the hero must acquire the woman before arresting her to ‘placeness’ through
marriage and motherhood, and that acquisition is through the conquest of her as a ‘prize’.
Campbell suggests, in his mythology, that it is once the hero recognizes the worth of the
feminine that she is seen as a prize. In terms of this argument, we can align this idea of worth with
the medieval moral implications of a woman’s virginity; should a woman still possess her virginity,
then she remains a prize that can be bought, sold, and conquered. The possession of virginity is a
main tenet to the piety and morality of femininity in medieval texts, and thus the ‘prizeness’ of a
woman remains only as long as her virginity does. Campbell suggests that the mythologies point
towards the hero validating the usefulness of the woman (assuring that her ‘prizeness’ is still worth
something to him and to the social constructions of religious marriage and contracts), and that his
recognition of her ‘prizeness’ makes him “potentially the king, the incarnate god, of her created
world.”7 Thus, following the conquest of her ‘prizeness’, she is stripped of her ability for

Murdock, “The Heroine’s Journey”, 2.
Campbell, “Power of Myth”, 209.
7
Campbell, “Hero with a thousand faces”, 97.
5
6

8

movement (even if it is restricted movement between betrothals) and situated in ‘placeness’ as
wife, and eventually the moral and honorable mother.
The result of this analysis is to pinpoint how the female characters are situated only towards
the male (a very Beauvoirian conceptualization) and are only in relation to him – as only place or
prize. The analysis of Argument Four will discover that while the modern medieval fantasy stories
trace similar lines of 'place' or 'prize', as in the comparative work of medieval literature, there is a
moment of agency that arrives, problematically, upon the occurrence of rape. That will be
discussed further in Argument Four.
Method Five: Missionary Feminist Commitments
In Serene Khader's book, Decolonizing Universalism, she draws out seven commitments
of missionary feminism, all of which are acts of the missionary feminist in an attempt to save an
Othered woman to Western ideals. These seven commitments are, as follows: "The West as the
Single Gender-Just Endpoint", "A Single Moral Vernacular", "The Enlightenment Teleological
Narrative", "Western Intervention as Women's Salvation", "Invisibility of Costs of Intervention",
"Misplaced Priorities", and the "Resort to the Cultural". Each commitment ties into one another
and, according to Khader, are centralized around an idea of idealization of the West, stating that
“idealization occurs when, in the process of abstraction required by theorizing, we represent
objects in ways that distort them”8. This distortion is amplified by the path taken by fantasy
narratives to center the histories of whiteness and colonization in a way that situates marginalized
identities in an Othered position that reiterates and legitimizes the way that Western society has
moved along the path to modernity. The concern of this analysis is to understand the development

8

Khader, Decolonizing Universalism, 31.
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of a mimetic West in fantastical worlds, and how the narrative of whiteness and Western-ness
within a world with fantastical races – i.e. races that are not the same as the concepts of our modern
constructions of race – is parallel or identical to the history of white supremacy, which forces the
Othered perspective to remain within the “universal” account of world history.
While the other methods center around character, this method centers around world
building and the characters who enforce or perpetuate this idealization. As a feminist approach,
this method is to search for the narrative arcs that allow for white missionary feminism or Western
colonized ideals that reproduce the "natural" assumptions of white saviorism. Typically, the
developed fantasy world has a central landmass that embodies the majority of the written narrative;
the movement to other lands, the way that the characters move into different lands, and the way
that whiteness is portrayed in contrast to Otherness, are all places to analyze for a perpetuation of
“universalism” and “moral rightness” of whiteness and colonization. By understanding the ways
that missionary feminism commitments appear in our own world, this method attempts to take the
same analysis into the development of fantasy worlds and the fantastical situation of the Western
land. The aim of this methodology is to consider how moral and ethical choices of the West are
being affirmed through the redevelopment of historical occurrences in a fantastical space, and how
that reaffirmation impacts representations of communities of color and non-Western countries.
Examples of this analysis can be found in Argument Five.

10

Representational Gaps in Popular Media:
Using the MBTI to Examine Gender Stereotypes

Introduction
Using the MBTI as a method of analysis opens up the opportunity to examine character
representation in a way that can provide data on both the appearance and the constructive force of
media stereotypes. The MBTI tests a psychological development through social influences and
productions, which result in a certain individualized behavioral system that is not inherent to an
individual but rather arises from an internal sense of comfort. The differences between the types
are simply “the way people prefer to use their minds”9, which indicates some formulation of choice
within an influential social structure. As the opportunity for preference arises within a social
structure, so too does the regulatory power system of production. In a regulatory power system,
the productive forces work through the limits of possibility; by decreasing the number of choices
(the realm of possibility) to the few noted as intelligible, those choices external to the designated
possibilities will feel ultimately unintelligible (or less intelligible) – or, in other words, other
possibilities of preference are uncomfortable. Thus, the comforting 'choice' of the MBTI appears
as something not from internal and individual agent decision making, but rather from the desire to
deploy behaviors recognized as intelligible within the regulatory system. For example, in the T/F
or Thinking/Feeling types, the intelligible expectation of women is to be situated within the 'F'
category while the intelligible expectation of men is to be situated within the 'T' category. Thus,
the realm of possibility allows that it is more intelligibly recognizable for a woman to fit within an
'F' type.

9

Isabel Briggs Myers and Peter B. Myers, Gifts Differing (CA: CPP Inc., 1995), 1.
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This idea of comfort and production can be translated into Miranda Fricker's concept of
socially constituted subjects, which she will use as a way to examine and define how stereotypes
of identity can be used to produce individuals. These producing stereotypes have a "self-fulfilling
power" which leads into the social constitution of subjectivity; Fricker defines the action of
stereotypes as being "felt in the form of expectations, and expectation have a powerful effect on
people's performances"10, with 'performance' being akin to preference in terms of the MBTI. While
Fricker will allow the Foucauldian conceptualization of 'production' in terms of identity
development, she will remind us that what is un-Foucauldian about the inclusion of stereotypes
and constituted subjectivity is the idea that the power of the system of social imagination not only
constructs but also "distorts who the subject really is"11. What is, in this case, the representation
of the social imaginative power, is the display of character representation in popular media. The
power of the representation is to provide a limited range of possibilities, develop a comfortable
and intelligible selection of possible identities, and reiterate that selection across multiple and
expansive forms of media and literature in a consistent manner that creates a 'form of expectation'
that ultimately effects the choices of individual agents. While this is not necessarily a detrimental
production, it is the limits to that range of possibilities that create issues and ultimately allows a
distortion to the intelligibility and comfort of certain personality types, or ways of being, based off
of identity positions and how those positions are represented.
The social imagination, as a constructed space, is partially constructed through the imagery
and narratives presented in our most prominent media. Arguably, whatever representational gaps
exist within modern media are perpetuated through access to this social imagination – likely by

10
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Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 56.
Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 55.
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unknowing agents – by continuing to exclude certain experiences for the female subject identity.
Thus, popular culture serves as an insightful example into both the social impact of representation,
and literal insight into the development of media and literature pieces. To examine both, we will
be examining the massively successful franchise, Game of Thrones. Alongside the Game of
Thrones examples in Appendix A and Appendix C, Appendix B and D provide similar charting
from the Harry Potter franchise, arguably of similar success and saturation. Both examples are
used to provide insight into the representation of characters in terms of MBTI personalities, and
split between female and male representation.
Personality Representation
To describe this restriction of possibilities in terms of character and subject personality
representation, we can turn to the mapping of the Game of Thrones franchise across the MBTI grid
of personalities. This first grid can be found in Appendix A, which shows four separate tables: the
top left is the percentages of personality types of female characters throughout the entire television
show and thus-far published books, the top right is the same with the male characters. The bottom
left chart shows the percentages of personality types in a global magnitude of women, and the
bottom right shows the same for men. As noted in the table, the boxes colored blue are personality
types that are under-represented in comparison to the global percentage, the boxes colored in green
are personality types that are over-represented in comparison to the global percentage, the boxes
colored in grey are within a 1% difference to being equal to the global percentage, and the boxes
colored in yellow are excluded from representation.
What the tables in Appendix A shows us is, first, that the representation of the sixteen
personality types through male characters is diverse, but complete. Some personalities are overrepresented, others under-represented, and the rest around equal in representation in comparison
13

to the global percentages. Regardless, the varying degrees of representation allows that the male
experience has the total range of possibilities, with every personality type being represented. There
is not a single box colored in yellow, the signifier for an excluded type. In terms of socially
constituted subjectivity, the availability of options is wide-ranging (to the point of allencompassing, in terms of the MBTI), which allows the male experience to have a range of
comfortable performativity that is fully represented. Thus, the male experience is allowed a
significant variability in terms of possibilities.
In the female side of the table in Appendix A, two things are made explicitly clear: the
majority of the female characters within the show are over-represented within certain personality
types, and some personality types are simply just missing. To the point of the majority of female
characters being shuttled into an over-representation within only half of the personality types, this
unbalanced scale gestures to the social assumption that there are only certain experiences that
remain "distinctly female", and those experiences relay to the 'types' of women that are primarily
represented. Where the variability of the male representation is all-encompassing, the variability
of female representation is limited to possibilities of only half the MBTI sixteen types. To the
second point, where the table of male representation had no yellow squares – signifying absence
– the table of female representation has 25% of personality types missing from inclusion. In terms
of social constitution, this allows for 25% of personalities to feel uncomfortable for female
experience.
What is significant and notable about the missing experiences within the table of female
representation is that these experiences are not scattered amongst the personality types; the missing
experiences rest within the personalities that are described as “Analysts” – the top row on the
charts. These are thinking and intuitive types that are logical, rational, and intellectual – people
14

that are typically seen as leaders in local, national, and global fields – but excluded from the realm
of female possibility. In terms of socially constituted subjects, the self-fulfilling power of
representation comes not only from what is present, but from what is not. Systems of power deploy
power through the limitation of possibilities – allowing certain experiences intelligible comfort
and disallowing the comfort of excluded experiences – and the exclusion of certain representative
experiences reencourage the limits of those possibilities. This limit allows for the comfort of
certain experiences, and an additional comfort of excluding the other experiences.
Social Imaginative Impact
The use of Game of Thrones as an example has as secondary purpose as well– not only is
there an outside-in analysis (how this impacts readers/viewers), but there is an inside-out analysis
that arises. The likelihood that an author chose MBTI personality types for their characters and
made the decision to exclude certain representations is an unlikely argument. Rather, comfort
arises here again as well. As writers develop characters, there is a sense of comfort between who
they're writing and how that character displays their subjectivity (choices, language, physical
appearance, etc.). The influence of the social imagination on the writer would encourage a certain
choice of subject personality to represent (for example) a female character. Returning again to the
Game of Thrones franchise as an example, the table in Appendix C shows the comparison of the
same table as used in the previous section, in the same positions, though with different data
highlighted in different ways. The gradient of the green in these graphics show the appearance of
these personalities from most (darkest) to least (lightest). In looking at these examples, one can
see that there is a similar pattern in comparison between the characters in the literary examples
and the percentage of personality occurrence in reality. The top two rows, in each graph, are lighter
in representation than the bottom two rows, regardless of piece of literature or of gender.
15

This correlation can be used to argue for the concept of the constituted subject, by returning
to the idea of ‘comfortable choice’ and how what is present in the social imagination is just as
impactful as what is missing in the social imagination that the last section looked at. Returning to
Fricker's definition of 'stereotype', as being "felt in the form of expectations"12, we can see how
stereotypical representations of female identities become the go-to personality type for writers in
developing female character. If, as seen in Appendix C, the majority of women fall within the S/F
types of personalities, then the constituted character subject will likely be situated within that same
personality type. Fiction writing relies on the author to take examples from the social imagination
(whether consciously or not) in order for character to be intelligible – and marketable – to the
average reader. Thus, the reliance on the expected type is not only likely but shown as actual in
the Appendix C tables. The literary examples given align the personalities of their characters along
a table that looks similar to global representation, showing that the influence of the social
imaginative expectation of personality possibilities on fictional representation and mass media.
Not only does the literature thus resemble the world, but the world resembles the literature.
The parallel of representation drives towards the concept of citation. The stereotype – the expected
– forms of certain identity positions have been reiterated so many times (in both reality and media)
that the assumption arises that these representations are somehow intrinsic; that female characters
are represented within a limited variability of possibilities because that variability is somehow
limited in reality, and vice-versa. When the comprehension arises that this field of possibility has
boundaries in terms of comfort rather than naturalism, the opportunity to expand those boundaries
becomes apparent. If the development of character representation includes the full range of
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possibilities for female subjects as it does for male subjects in media, then the opportunity to
expand the range of comfort for subjects in reality arises as well.
Conclusion
The necessary aim of this analysis was to develop (in a way) an advanced Bechdel Test for
literary and media analysis. If our media impacts our social development, then the necessity of
having variable representation in terms of identity is paramount. In terms of popular culture,
specifically, the representation of women as only certain 'types' of women impacts the realm of
possibilities within the power system of the social imagination. If a piece represents women
exclusively in a way that restricts them from comfortably entering spaces/types of – for example leadership, then the reiterative encouragement of non-comfort in that space becomes detrimental
towards subject development in reality. As the MBTI presents an analysis of personality based off
of interior comfort, the use of the test for a starting point of this analysis allowed for the
examination of production of constituted subjects in terms of expectations within a limited field
of possibilities. The examples of fictional franchises, like Game of Thrones and Harry Potter,
provide enough data to show the included and excluded pieces of represented subjects, and hold
influence due to the massive nature of saturation from popular culture. The future of this analysis
will be to use it to examine other highly-impactful fictional worlds and to examine the deployment
of these representations when writing and developing these fictional worlds – both the inside-out
and the outside-in analysis.
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The Heroine's Journey:
Erasure, Sacrifice, and Vulnerability

Replacing male heroes with female heroes or running a parallel storyline of a female hero
alongside the male's has become a trend in popular culture over the past decade or so, as an attempt
to provide positive female role models in heroic, powerful, and lead roles. Setting critical response
aside, the act of substituting a female hero into the traditional male role within the Hero's Journey,
is an act that ultimately results in a failure of the female hero's story to (literally) live up to the
desire for encouraging representation. The use of a female hero in a traditional male role is,
arguably, a method of social critique, one that shouts (in its failure) 'anything men can do, women
can do just as well at, but maybe just slightly worse'. Through the examination of two prominent
female roles in popular culture – Daenerys Targaryen and Arya Stark in the Game of Thrones
franchise – this argument seeks to understand the results of this substitution, as the substitution
necessarily occurs within a state of asymmetrical language, with asymmetrical language being the
hierarchical state of Western culture that situates the masculine as the normative space and the
feminine as the non-normative subjugated space. To do as such, this argument will deploy the
comparison method mentioned in the "Methodologies" component of this paper, comparing the
Hero's Journey of both characters, and then seeking out the points of erasure or sacrifice within
those journeys, in comparison the male hero's journey. The substitution of the female for the male,
in these journey styles, ultimately results in a major vulnerability for the female heroes that, at the
end of their journey, results in some version of the 'unlivable'.
Key to this argument and method of analysis is what is erased or sacrificed; to say that the
"female-self" is sacrificed lends towards an unacceptable naturalist conceptualization of gender.
As quoted in the Methodology section, the idea of substitution arises from this Butlerian
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conceptualization of asymmetrical language; "if from a subordinate position within language, a
woman substitutes herself for a man, she imagines herself into a dominant position and sacrifices
her sense of difference from the norm; in such a case, the act of substitution becomes an act of
self-erasure or self-sacrifice"13. This 'sense of difference' from the norm situates the feminine as
the place for social critique, as exterior to the normative space in such a way to see the
inconsistencies. The common use of the female hero is to reject the norm, typically both in the
actual representation of a female hero instead of a male, and through the storyline of subverting
whatever social or monstrous villain she is put up against. We may even be able to note how
consistently the female hero is placed within a narrative where it is her job to reject the normative
gender roles and embrace something alternative. This attempted subversion which, as being the
male hero's role initiates an appropriation of the dominant role, is where the narratives of selferasure and self-sacrifice arise.
To explore this argument and deploy this methodology, we will look to Daenerys
Targaryen and Arya Stark from the Game of Thrones franchise. Arya Stark embodies the sense of
self-erasure; her hero's journey will show a social critique of gender roles, and a desire to subvert
those gender roles, in a way that moves her to erase her female-expected-roles to replace with
male-expected roles. It is in her attempt to return where the self-erasure becomes a vulnerable
space. Daenerys Targaryen (Dany) embodies the self-sacrifice; her hero's journey pushes her to
sacrifice her non-dominant positions as wife and mother in order to become dominant and, when
she achieves the dominant role of power and attempts to align the dominant social role with an
identity as wife and mother, that the vulnerable unlivable space is impressed upon her. For both of
these examples, the ways that their subject identities become some mixture of traditional gender
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roles results in the ultimate unlivability of that subversion, which undercuts the very aim of the
substitution in the first place.
Section Two: Arya Stark and Self-Erasure
Self-erasure refers specifically to the elimination of the female gender roles in an attempt
to substitute for the male; in a way, self-erasure is accompanied closely by the appropriation of the
male gender roles. In a space of asymmetrical language, the feminine self would substitute
themselves for the masculine in an attempt to gain the privileges that are awarded to that identity
position. It would be most pertinent to say that the appropriation of the masculine, from feminine
substitution, is in the desire to garner power and agency (a sense of dominance). The appropriation
of the masculine would assume that the feminine is shedding the subjugated (non-dominant) Other
position in order to gain the superiority of agency that is accompanied by the masculine identity.
While the attempt to garner power within an identity that is not intrinsically awarded any is
attractive, the social system within which this appropriation occurs cannot allow for actual
alteration of normative positions, i.e. the feminine attempt to appropriate the masculine power
within an asymmetrical social system will only be seen as a mimicry of the original power
dynamic. Thus, in terms of self-erasure, the substitution becomes an act of erasing the nondominant position to appropriate the dominant. As we will see in Arya's storyline, this appears to
gain her agency, but the finality of her character arc shows that she cannot return to the 'different
than norm' position and also claim the dominance of the norm – i.e., she cannot claim the power
and agency of dominance while returning to the subject-ness that existed prior to the erasure.
Taking Arya Stark from the Game of Thrones franchise as an example, her hero’s journey
paints a clear example of this self-erasure, with the metaphor of her journey become quite literal
at times. Arya Stark, designed as a ‘tomboy’ with no desire nor talent to become a ‘lady’, wants
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one thing, even if it is perceived in different forms: power. Not rule-the-world power as we may
see in other journeys, but quite literally power over the self, the opportunity for unadulterated
agency and the ability to choose. Reiterative in her language throughout the franchise, Arya states
that she was never meant to be a lady of Winterfell and that she wanted to learn how to fight.
Within a binary system of gender – which the world of Westeros from Game of Thrones operates
from – this distinction is less between future choices, but between the feminine-displayed lifestyle
of the ‘lady’ and the masculine-displayed lifestyle of the ‘knight’. What Arya cannot have, within
this system, is a clear and open journey for her to rid herself of the expected path of female gender
roles, which includes marriage and household management, and move into the path of knighthood
to learn how to fight, hunt, and kill. The journey that she will take consumes her with the shedding
from herself her feminine identity in an attempt to envelop the masculine identity, but that only
leaves her as no one14.
The design of Arya Stark’s hero journey follows along with the journey provided by
Campbell but reiterates the practice of self-erasure, as though her very journey is not to succeed in
anything other than the elimination of female gender roles. The first and the third points of the
hero’s journey are the Call to Adventure and the Supernatural Aid. During the first three steps of
Arya’s journey, she leaves the old world of Winterfell to travel to King’s Landing with her father
and sister, a place where her father – released from the expectative norms of the traditions of the
North as they go south – allows her to learn to fight. The fighting style is not the style of knights,
but it allows Arya the ability to be both a lady and a fighter – she learns to ‘dance’ in the Braavosi
style, which incorporates fighting and dancing and blends the binaries of gender. Her mentor is a
Braavosi man – who knows a norm that women can fight – and gifts Arya the supernatural aid of
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water dancing. As we reach the end of the first book, though, her world is upended as soldiers
come to capture her and kill her mentor. In this moment, Arya’s attempt to exist as suspended
between (and a combination of) the binary proves ineffective; Arya is unable to keep herself safe
– nor her mentor or family – with her current power, and that inability and lack cannot sustain as
a viable identity for someone seeking strength of agency.
With the first three steps of Arya’s hero’s journey signaling the inability for her to remain
as complex combination of the feminine and the masculine and also gain power, the fourth step of
Crossing the Threshold gives the first example of self-erasure, in the most literal form possible. In
the final chapter from Arya’s perspective in the first book, A Game of Thrones, Arya is taken from
King’s Landing by a man of the Night’s Watch – Yoren – in order to save her from capture by the
Lannisters that have killed her father and taken the throne after the king’s death. In the final
moments, Arya is seized by Yoren, her hair shaved off, and he refers to her as ‘boy’ – despite her
protests – until she submits to such, and Arya Stark becomes nothing but an orphan boy. The
Crossing the Threshold step of the journey is a signal of entrance into a new world, one that is
supernaturally different than the old, and in order for Arya to enter the new world, she must literally
erase her identity. The shaving of her hair – a feminine feature – signals that her physical body
must be erased in order to cross over, and her gender identity as ‘girl’ (which she herself clings to
and does not wish to shed) must be eliminated as well. Thus, as a prerequisite for Arya to
undertake a hero’s journey that will end in her desire for agency, she must erase the physical
representations of her female identity.
In the steps of Belly of the Whale and her Road of Trials, Arya is acting as a boy named
‘Arry’, hiding her physical body from the others she travels with, and struggles to maintain her
identity. Through these trials, she continues to be unable to fully protect herself, occasionally being
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able to succeed but often times failing, getting captured and knocked down, all because of her
inability to protect herself in a way that can defend against the normative masculine figures of the
world within which she lives. Jumping to the steps of Arya’s hero’s journey of Meeting with the
Goddess and Woman as Temptress, we begin to see how Arya herself has accepted the self-erasure
and begins to make choice that will further separate her from the normative female gender roles.
In a ‘traditional’ hero’s journey, the Meeting with the Goddess takes the hero into the presence of
an otherworldly woman, typically ethereal and omniscient, whose very identity is solely to gift the
hero with things that will help him throughout his journey. With a flipped script, Arya’s meeting
comes with the man Jaqen H’ghar near to the end of the second book A Clash of Kings, who
provides her a single iron coin and the words valar morghulis should she want to find him and
learn from him the power that he has, which is the power of face-changing and killing. Prior to
this gift, though, Arya had been using Jaqen H’ghar – who owed her three lives for her saving his
and his companions – to kill those that she deemed dangerous or unlikeable within her current
predicament. Arya was able to see and feel the first thread of agency through means of protecting
herself and those she cared for, even if she was unable to wield the power for herself. The gift of
the coin is the open gate towards her journey to Braavos, which she takes finally in the last chapter
of A Storm of Swords, the third book.
The third book, A Storm of Swords, takes Arya through more trials and specifically leaves
her with the death of her mother and her oldest brother. With the death of her father, the assumed
death of her two younger brothers, and the unknown whereabouts of her older sister, it is this
moment that Arya believes that all ties to her old life have been severed – the normative holds of
her once-identity no longer exist, because the normative has been erased. Arya decides to take the
gift given to her by Jaqen H’ghar and make her way to Braavos, to learn the magic that he had
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showed her. During her time in Braavos, specifically in the House of the Black and White where
she is trained in the face-changing abilities among other things, she is required to rid herself of her
entire past and become ‘no one’. This proves difficult to Arya, even though she has already lost
her entire family, she clings still to the sword ‘Needle’ that her bastard brother Jon Snow gifted to
her. The possession is the last symbol of her past life and, as she trained with it during her dancing
lessons, it is the last symbol of the female-gendered self. Here we find the step of Woman as
Temptress. While typically this step is for the male hero to be tempted away from his journey by
the ‘physical temptations of women’, for Arya, this step is the temptation of her own femalegendered self. The temptation to cling to a life that she had once known, that of Arya Stark, lady
of Winterfell, remains strong through her inability to commit entirely to the idea of being ‘no one’.
Still, she casts aside all of her old things – clothes and coin and the like – but hides Needle, before
returning to the House of the Black and White to train.
Arya faces the next two steps Atonement with Father and Apotheosis within the House of
the Black and White in the fourth book A Feast for Crows, but she reaches the eleventh step –
Ultimate Boon – in the final chapter from her perspective of A Dance with Dragons (which is also
the last published book of the A Song of Ice and Fire series, as of the date of this writing). Arya
has gone through trials to move further away from her identity as Arya Stark and is awarded with
what she desires the most – face-changing. With power being her ultimate desire, face-changing
is just a piece of it, though it is a representative of the whole. The ability for Arya to change her
face, coupled with her new honed abilities as an assassin, gives her agency not only over her
choices, but who she is able to be in order to have total freedom of what choices are available to
her. She is no longer Arya Stark, lady, with a single trajectory of life. Rather, she is no one, and is
able to become feminine or masculine, depending simply on her own choice of the face she would
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like to adopt. We see this play out, through the Game of Thrones television show, as she returns to
Westeros and acts her power out in two distinct ways in revenging her family. First, she dresses as
an attractive servant girl to enact a power of sexuality over the Lord Walder Frey, gain his trust,
and kill him. Next, she adopts the late lord’s face, and with the power of lordship calls a feast with
all of his men and poisons their meals to kill them all. These are both displays of power, but by
different means; regardless of the means and of the face, Arya has both the choice to have any type
of power she desires, and to do with that power whatever it is that is normatively awarded to that
identity's gender roles.
While the remaining steps of Arya’s hero’s journey are not necessarily correctly connected
to the prior steps, due to the interruption of the storyline and the necessity to switch from the
canonical literature of the A Song of Ice and Fire series and into the narrative of the Game of
Thrones television show written without George R.R. Martin advising, there is still an opportunity
to examine the ending of Arya’s hero’s journey and to see the cumulation of her self-erasure. The
fourteenth step of Arya’s hero’s journey – with the twelfth and the thirteenth uncertain due to the
changeover, but likely in whatever way freeing Arya from the House of the Black and White and
her leaving Braavos – brings Arya out of the supernatural world and through the Return Threshold,
which remands her back to Westeros and back to Winterfell, her family and childhood home where
her older sister Sansa sits as Lady of Winterfell, and her bastard brother (cousin) Jon Snow acts as
King of the North. While Sansa and Jon take the majority of the attention for the Northern children,
Arya goes through the internal and external integrations that make her the Master of Two Worlds.
The ‘two worlds’, in this case, could be the worlds of Westeros and Braavos, or the two worlds of
being Arya Stark and being ‘No One’, or the two worlds of the feminine and the masculine.
Regardless of which is examined, though, Arya’s assumption of being the master of two worlds is
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where we find mimicry of the masculine power and agency that she has thus far believed to be in
possession of. In returning to the normative space of her once-home, Arya is faced with three
scenarios that prove to her that she cannot be both Arya Stark, lady of Winterfell, and ‘No One’.
First, when she appears at the gate to Winterfell, she is unrecognized by the guards – she
cannot possibly be Arya Stark and is thus not let back into the normative space of her past. A
simple moment, but a telling one – without her appearance as a child, a lady, or accompanied by
someone that can verify the change in her existence, she is denied from being Arya Stark. Second,
during the battle at Winterfell wherein the White Walkers – the long-term enemy of the franchise
– attack the keep, Arya participates in the battle, but from inside the walls. Arya stays within the
keep of Winterfell, her abilities contained within the walls of her childhood home. Inside, her
fighting loses confidence, and she runs from battles and hides on occasion, very much the small
girl that has no power. As soon as she is returned to Winterfell, under the normative power of her
older siblings, Arya loses her agency and she is once again just a lady of Winterfell, unable to
protect herself. This changes when she finds her courage again and ends the episode by killing the
Night King, the leader of the White Walkers, but still though this lends her yet another piece of
proof that she cannot be both. Even after she becomes the (somewhat under-recognized) hero of
the entirety of Westeros, she is not celebrated as such – rather, Arya is proposed too, offered
marriage and a keep as a lady, which she refuses. In the moment of the proposal, she is asked to
turn away from the power that she has found for herself, and to return to Arya Stark, as a proper
lady. She cannot hold onto both, and thus she must choose, and she chooses to leave the normative
space of Winterfell and continue as the one with agency: No One. This brings Arya to the final
step of her journey, Freedom to Live, wherein she is in fact free to live, but not as Arya Stark.
Rather, she must maintain the existence of ‘no one’ in order to continue having the agency she has
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gained, and she leaves not only her childhood home behind, but leaves the entirety of Westeros to
sail into the unknown.
Throughout Arya’s hero journey, we can see that the progression of her character
development follows along a path of self-erasure, with the ‘selfness’ being the female-gendered
self that she once desired to maintain in the beginning but chose to shed in favor of the malegendered identity of power and agency. This shedding, though, came with the price of mimicry,
wherein her attempt to consolidate her agency with her identity of Arya Stark was continuously
denied so much so that she left the physical space of her normative family home in order to
continue to live within some sense of power. And though she was able to gain power in the sense
of agency, she was unable to truly subvert the normative roles that she was positioned to subvert;
in an attempt to align her male-gendered (or even gender-fluid) self with the female-gendered
identity of Arya Stark, she was refused. In order for Arya to keep her sense of power, she had to
erase entirely the identity of her prior self, showing not that 'women can do anything' but rather
that the pathway to subversion rejects the journey back, and that maintenance of a life with power
and agency requires the appropriation of male-gendered roles to be sustained.
Section Three: Daenerys Targaryen and Self-Sacrifice
In addition to the journey of self-erasure, comes the journey of self-sacrifice. Using
Daenerys (Dany) Targaryen from the Game of Thrones franchise, the tracing of her hero’s journey
allows us to see how her choices and the way that she was written embodies the idea of selfsacrifice in the same way that Arya represents self-erasure. While the two are distinctly
intertwined, and Butler includes the two as almost synonyms of each other, there is an opportunity
to separate the two. Self-erasure suggests an opportunity for the female character to eliminate the
feminine markers of identity in a binary system in order to replace it with a mimicry of the
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masculine markers in an attempt to gain power. Self-sacrifice, on the other hand, is the movement
of a female character to sacrifice coded feminine desires in order to gain power and, when power
is gained, the results of attempting to draw a female-gendered identity into that state of power.
Dany's journey is used to explore this concept of sacrifice, with an examination of certain steps of
the journey that emulate self-sacrifice the most.
With the intertwining of self-erasure and self-sacrifice, it is clear that some pieces of
identity must be removed in order for female characters to gain some semblance of power that
resembles the agency of the masculine. While for Arya, there was a decision to erase physical
representations of femininity in order to gain power – which speaks to a sense of agency – in order
for a feminine character to move into power that is some way marked feminine there seems to arise
a need for that character to sacrifice the feminine ties to begin to move into that space. Dany, for
example, sits at a similar threshold that Arya does, balancing the binary genders and seeming
somewhat intelligible within it. Dany moves into her power as Khaleesi (Queen) of the Dothraki
and is able to gain agency and power as a woman, even though she is at the side (and control) of
her husband. She is given feminine markers of identity immediately: she is wed to a husband that
loves her, she is pregnant with their first child, she has a community that cares for her, and she has
protection against sexual abuse due to her marriage. The fourth step of the Hero’s Journey is the
moment that the hero leaves the old world behind and finds themselves in the new one – often, this
crossover requires some sense of jarring moment, one that takes the veil of comfort that was
covering the old world and yanks it off to reveal that it was only naiveite and ignorance that kept
it in place. For the male hero of the Game of Thrones franchise – Jon Snow – his crossover was
the moment that he saw the White Walkers for the first time. The reveal was a sudden jarring space
within which the old world is revealed to be only half the answer, and that there was something
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mystical, magical, or dangerous there all along. Jon is brought to the crossing of his threshold with
the support of his friends, his mentor, his uncle, among others; when Dany is brought to the
crossing of her threshold, there appears instead that a steep fee that must be paid. Dany’s fourth
step of her Hero’s Journey is arguably when she emerges from the fires with three living dragons,
but when we watch Dany’s approach to the threshold, there is only sacrifice. In order for Dany to
be pushed to a point where she is allowed to enter a threshold of heroic agency, she must watch as
her husband becomes what we would consider a vegetative state and then takes it upon herself to
ease his suffering; she miscarries her child and never gets to hold or see the body; her community
leaves after the death of her husband; all protection awarded her from her marriage is erased. It is
only when these ties to feminine marked identity pieces are brutally eliminated from her life can
she undergo the transformation into the new world. Just as Arya rejected the gender roles of
normative femininity, Dany is forced through a similar rejection that leads her into a sacrifice of
those markers.
The ultimate show of sacrifice comes when Dany reaches the last two steps of her journey
– though she will not make it to the last. In the Game of Thrones television show, the two heroes
of the franchise come together in the last two seasons of the show, fulfilling the name of the series
A Song of Ice and Fire, with Jon Snow being the ‘ice’ and Dany being the ‘fire’. With this coming
together to march towards the ending of the series, so to comes together the two journeys of both
heroes. Both heroes reach the sixteenth step, Master of Two Worlds, with Dany reaching her step
by finally conquering the Red Keep and the iron throne, a desire that she had since the very
beginning of her story. In the moment of her success, she not only masters two worlds, but she
also masters seven, by becoming the Queen of the Seven Kingdoms of Westeros. She also arguably
becomes master of her desires, both internal and external, by fulfilling her longstanding dream of
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sitting on the Iron Throne and by gaining agency and power for herself, where she started her story
as being sold into marriage against her will. The sacrifice, though, comes when Jon’s Hero’s
Journey reaches the sixteenth step as well. Jon Snow, through the series, is a character of honor to
a fault, and all he does, he does because of an overwhelming sense of righteousness and ego that
has often caused more trouble than naught. In order for Jon to master his two worlds, he must bring
peace to both the kingdom of Westeros and to his own inner turmoil for identity. The final
remaining piece that stops the conquest of these two worlds ends up being Dany herself. Her
actions to conquer Westeros are seen as brutal, mad, and (through uncharacteristic subtext) an
emotional reaction to a traumatic event. Due to this reaction, Jon sees it as an objective truth that
Dany is too dangerous to have power and kills her. This achieves peace in the kingdom of
Westeros, as the power over the kingdoms falls to a council of men, and achieves peace in himself,
as Jon has thus far seen Dany as being cruel, calculating, and the second-coming of her long-dead
crazed father and had been conflicted about ‘allowing’ her to rule once he saw how she achieved
her means. Jon is then free to reach the seventeenth and final step of his hero’s journey, Freedom
to Live, while Dany is never allowed the opportunity.
In Dany's moment of subversion, just as Arya had her own, she was granted the rulership
over the kingdoms as a mother, a queen, and (a possibility of being) a wife. Arguably, Dany
approaches the throne as a female-marked character; she has traditional markers in terms of her
identity, she has maintained a feminine physical appearance, and her behaviors have followed
methods of compassion, nurturing, empathy, and cunning. While there will be no comment on how
she takes the throne, the moment that she does she is an embodiment of both worlds; she has
become the dominant while maintaining the ideals of the non-dominant. Her aims were to 'break
the wheel' and to subvert the Westerosi social system, and she is set up to do as such, until the Jon
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kills her. The result of Dany's substitution is a sacrifice of her life; her attempt to subvert the
dominant role through her positionality within it is rejected, just as Arya's attempt at inclusion of
her past. For both, the opportunity to draw a subverted fluidity, a blatant rejection of the binaries
of gender roles, is culled from the end of their hero's journey and, ultimately, undoes the purpose
of the substitution in the first place.
Conclusion
The aim of this argument was to examine how the substitution of female heroes into male
hero roles has not achieved the subversive effect that it implies is its ultimate aim. The hierarchy
of the social gender binary maintains in an asymmetrical form so much so that the attempt to give
female heroes the livability of success at the end of their story arc is replaced with either erasure
or sacrifice. The substitution of a female hero for a male hero, in an attempt at social critique and
subversion, only creates a vulnerability around those fluid and subverted identities that attempt to
tie in roles across the binary into their subjectivity. The analysis of these storylines shows that the
self-erasure results in a finale of leaving or disappearing, while the self-sacrifice results in a finale
of death, neither of which are positive results for the attempt of subversion and livability in an
asymmetrical system.
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The Fiction of a Q-Experiential:
Arguing the Detriment of Queer ‘Representation’ in Popular Media

Introduction
Even with an increase in representation of queer characters across many media forms –
literature, film, television – the inclusion of queer roles in popular culture is not necessarily a
productively progressive move. Rather, queer representation that is designed by non-queer creators
can be directly violent and anti-queer in terms of epistemological development. With queer writers
still being rare in popular media, how do heteronormatively-developed, -written, or -produced
queer experiences impact the development of queer individuals, and how do these methods of
codifying identity spread amongst the queer community in harmful ways? The aim of this
argument is to understand the way that Miranda Fricker’s terms of identity power and credibility
excess can be shown to explain the epistemological injustice upon the queer community through
the appropriation of what this argument will call the ‘Q-Experiential’, as developed from Vrinda
Dalmiya and Linda Alcoff’s proposition of the ‘G-Experiential’ (referring to the internal
experience of gender). Due to the massive scale of viewership and the ability for major insight into
the social imagination, this argument will use examples from the popular franchise, Game of
Thrones, to show commonly used and repeated fictional experiences of queerness amongst
characters and longstanding narratives. Wielding an understanding of the credibility excess of
heteronormativity, this argument will seek to define the ways that even what can be seen as an
increase of queer representation in popular media may be creating lacunae of experience that
impact the development of the queer self in detrimental and violent ways that have long-strung
threads to the early beginnings of modern queer inclusion in media and literature.
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Epistemology and the Q-Experiential
The statement of ‘S knows that p’ is an epistemological formula of propositional
knowledge, wherein ‘S’ is the subject and ‘p’ is the proposition. The credibility of this knowledge
relies on the assumption of universality, wherein propositional knowledge is “assumed to be
adequate for all possible knowledge”15, and allows knowledge to be credible if it is propositional
rather than practical. Vrinda Dalmiya and Linda Alcoff, in their chapter “Are ‘Old Wives’ Tales’
Justified?” of Feminist Epistemologies, argue that “…the S in ‘S knows that p’ has been
constructed as universal and homogeneous through an undertheorized representation of the
epistemic subjective norm”16, which grants hierarchical superiority to the subject that is situated
within an assumed objective identity position. They also argue that the designation of propositional
knowledge as hierarchically superior to other knowledge creates an unethical epistemology that
delegitimizes practical knowledge as it is considered non-universal. Alcoff and Dalmiya suggest
that experiential epistemologies require the allowance of credibility in the same fashion as
propositional, introducing the idea of the ‘G-Experiential’, which creates credible power in
epistemology from gender-specific identity positions. The G-Experiential is practical knowledge
that arises from the identity positions related to gender, which Dalmiya and Alcoff argue should
still be propositionally sound, even if the experience is not universal.
Building off of Dalmiya and Alcoff’s idea of the G-Experiential, it is pertinent to introduce
and consider another experience-based epistemology system, the Q-Experiential, or the queer
experience. The experience of queerness comes in a multitude of forms, just as the experience of
gender does and, like the experience of gender, the Q-Experiential does not assume that there is
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only one queer experience; rather, the Q-Experiential is representative of all queer experience, and
the epistemological experiences of being queer. Defining queerness goes quite against the
experience of queerness but, for the sake of this argument, queerness refers to the non-normative
position of being not heterosexual, typically represented by the LGBTQIA+ acronym. Regardless
of the identity position taken within queerness, the experience of the Q-Experiential is a
marginalized and subjective identity position in comparison to normative heterosexuality. Both of
these systems suggest a knowledge-base that is specific to identity positions and cannot be
considered universal. Traditional epistemology, as Dalmiya and Alcoff show, would thus treat
these systems as hierarchically reduced in comparison to the knowledge that can be known
universally. How, though, can knowledge be universal if knowers – subjects – cannot?
Returning to the epistemological statement of ‘S knows that p’, S is defined as a universal
subject. The actuality of the existence of an objective subjective state, though, is arguably
impossible. There are always socially constructed norms, values, and ideologies that impact the
perspective of the individual subject. Thus, I would suggest that the opportunity for S to claim a
universal access to, and objective truth about, knowledge relies on the subject claiming a
credibility excess through their identity position and power. The idea of ‘credibility excess’ comes
from Miranda Fricker’s argument around testimonial injustice, wherein credibility excess is a
“prejudice [that] results in the speaker’s receiving more credibility than [they] otherwise would
have”17. A subject, S, in order to claim that their experience is universal knowledge and also being
able to be seen as legitimately able to make that claim by other subject, must need to rely upon an
excess of credibility that arises from their specific identity position. Credibility excess stems from
“operations of power which are dependent upon agents having shared conceptions of social
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identity”; in other words, a knowing subject that is in a position of power within social identity
systems (i.e. men having more social power than women, or straight individuals having more social
power than queer ones) is granted enough credibility excess to claim their experience is objective,
and be believed in that claim so much so that their experience becomes both one which can
encompass all experience, and also be used as a point of understanding to know all experiences
through.
To expand a bit further on this argument, consider the universal subject. Considering
feminist theory, we would need to situate the masculine as the universal subject, as the norm, as
the original and the inherent – as the social imagination already does. This norm includes
straightness, and includes whiteness, both of which, along with masculine gender, suggest a highly
subjective position across three axes, but yet is considered an objective and universal position of
experience. The consideration of this experience as universal, and universality matching this
experience, arise from a credibility excess that has been affirmed through reiterative processes of
power and exercised in social, political, and epistemological spaces. Thus, when other experiences
are spoken about through this position as universally credible, the truth about the subjective
experiences of those with credibility deficit is hidden from view. This masking of experience by
an assumed universal, is the violence on the Q-Experiential, among others.
Credibility Excess and Appropriation
The impact of credibility excess on epistemological truths becomes detrimental in terms of
the actions that arise from that claim of knowledge, in terms of what is done by those with
credibility excess in the name of universality. If the subject, S, holds a credibility excess due to
their identity position – for simplification, this subject will be referred to as S+ – and then claims
to know the experience of a subject with a credibility deficit – which will be referred to as S- – that
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is otherwise inaccessible to this subject, S+, then the claim of knowledge about this experience
becomes a claim of knowledge from a ‘universal’ experience that is not necessarily correct.
Dalmiya and Alcoff use their essay to discuss the G-Experiential and how the idea of experiencebased epistemology creates the opportunity for propositional knowledge that is not objective, but
entirely inaccessible by those who are exterior to that experience (in their argument, women and
men). Dalmiya and Alcoff define the G-Experiential as “knowing ‘from the inside’ or knowing
‘what it is like to be’…”18. But, with a credibility of excess, a subject, S+, that claims knowledge
about the inaccessible interior of certain S- experiences can be viewed as rightfully having a claim
to expressing knowledge about that experience and having the truth of that experience due to that
excess. Thus the appropriation of something that could be considered experiential knowledge is
transformed into propositional knowledge through the identity power of that S+ subject, without
the actual possession of truth or subjective experience, due to the inability to access the reality of
the experiential knowledge. This inability for S+ to understand the S- experience, through the
assumption that the S+ experience is universal and translatable, can thus damage the actuality of
that inaccessible experience by purporting that something is objective knowledge when only the
credibility excess of the subject S+ is creating a legitimacy to the claim of universality.
Returning to the Q-Experiential, the impact of credibility excess allows that those who
identify as straight, or S+ subjects, are able to appropriate the queer experience of S- subjects in
ways that are actually inaccessible to the S+ subjects. The credibility excess allows that even
though the straight experience cannot understand the queer experience – cannot ‘know from the
inside’ – there is an allowance that the straight S+ subject, with identity power, can make
propositional statements about the queer experience that are assumed correct. Examining this from
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the position of media, if the queer experience is exemplified through queer characters, but a straight
writer is writing that character, then they are necessarily appropriating the Q-Experiential in a way
that they cannot fully understand. The development of queer characters (S- subjects) by straight
writers (S+ subjects) is a wielding of credibility excess which can lead to the social imaginative
understanding of these characters that these S+ writers are creating are examples of a legitimate
and intelligible form of queerness, whether or not it actually is. The identity power of these writers,
though, allow that their experience of queerness from the outside is a legitimate understanding of
experience that can be translated from, through, and into the universal experience. This S+
translation of S- experience is that leads into the development of lacunae in the social imagination.
The deployment of this appropriated experience through identity power instigates the
appearance of lacunae in the social imagination. A lacuna, or a gap, occurs in the social
imagination when there is a missing piece “where the name of a distinctive social experience
should be”19. A lacuna represents (by not representing) and inaccessible piece of experience that
could inform an individual on how to face and comprehend their movement in the world. The
social imagination hosts experiences that are considered legitimate and are affirmed by the subjects
that act within that social imagination, but the development of which experiences are confirmed
as legitimate relies upon an identity power with enough credibility to affirm the legitimacy. Thus,
when an S+ subject deploys identity power to insinuate that the appropriated experience is correct,
it becomes intelligible in the social imagination, though from the universal position of the S+
experience. This intelligibility from appropriated experiences creates lacunae, as it disregards,
leaves out, and ignores, the actual experiences of the appropriated S- group, who do not have the
credibility excess or identity power to instigate intelligible experiences in a way that is able to
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enter the social imagination as intelligibly objective. The experiences of the appropriated group
then, are remanded to the unintelligible, and the appropriated experiences are wielded with an
authority that comes only from an excess of credibility of an S+ subject. The practical
epistemological understanding of a certain S- subjective experience is eliminated from the ability
to become a universal and intelligible actuality.
As the social imagination is influenced by the experience of individuals with prominence
placed on S+ experiences, and as media is the visual representation of individual and group
experiences in a loud and widely-spread medium, then a conclusion can be reached that the
portrayal of experiences through popular media demonstrates, manipulates, and perpetuates the
ideas and ideals of the social imagination. Fictional media and the characters and plots that are
represented within fictional narratives assists in the construction of individual identities and
selfhoods by providing examples of experiences that become comfortable and intelligible due to
the reiteration and repetition of the affective and the practical. Thus, the representation of collective
experiences in popular media impacts how the social imagination crafts and understands the
individual experience. To return to the Q-Experiential, if a S- queer subject is represented through
the inclusion of that position via a character in media, then the intelligibility of the queer identity
within the social imagination is thus initially developed or added to. If this representation is given
through an appropriation of the Q-Experiential and delivered with the credibility excess of an S+
subject position, then the representation of queer experience itself is defined and designed by the
authority of this appropriation. This is where we reach Fricker’s hermeneutical injustice.
Violence in Representation
If the aforementioned lacunae are hidden beneath the provisional experiences of an
appropriated understanding of an S- subject by an S+ subject, then the experiences that are
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provided by those S+ subjects external to the experience but with the credibility excess to develop
intelligible experiences in the social imagination necessarily cause violence to those within the
marginalized S- position. This is what Fricker calls hermeneutical injustice, or “the injustice of
having some significant area of one’s social experience obscured from collective understanding
owing to a structural identity prejudice in the collective hermeneutical resource”20. The
experiences remanded by the S+ subject with credibility excess proposes an intelligibility that
removes the access to other and actual S- experiences. This injustice creates a violence on the
development of identity within S- subjects with deficits of credibility and low to no identity power
in the social imagination.
To give further examples, this argument turns to the use of Game of Thrones, the most
viewed television show ever, with an estimated total of 20 million viewers21 over the ten-year span
of the show. These examples build off of the suggestion in Christopher Nealon’s Invert History:
The Ambivalence of Lesbian Pulp Fiction, within which he argues that lesbian characters of pulp
fiction novels in the mid-20th century were limited in their character arcs, given only plots that
would “ultimately either punish lesbian characters (with suicide or insanity), or ‘reform’ them
(with men for sexual partners)”22. Bisexual erasure, ‘bury your gays’, heteronormativity, and the
coming-out story, are additional modern examples that will be looked at alongside Nealon’s
suggestions of reform and punishment. The purpose of these examples is to understand these
experiences that are typically given to queer characters from S+ subjects, and how these examples
can show what S+ subjects believe that the Q-Experiential looks, acts, and sounds like. This
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exploration of narrative experiences written from external to the experience itself will find stories
of violence, in many different forms.
First is the experience of reform, which arises from Nealon’s observation that queer women
in fiction were ultimately returned to a male sexual partner at the end of the narrative. A queer
woman would be written to spend the entirety of the novel with a female sexual partner until the
climax of the plot, wherein which she would flee the experience of queerness and return to the
‘appropriate’ position of heterosexuality, making herself a ‘reformed’ woman. The idea of
reformation insinuates that an experience of queerness is in some way a type of negative setback
that will require a change and will lead into improvement for the character should they succeed
with the reformation – akin to the idea of rehabilitation. The underlying principle of this experience
suggests that heterosexuality is thus hierarchically better than homosexuality, or in some way more
appropriate, normal, or right. In a modern example of reform in Game of Thrones, we see evident
bisexuality in the characters of Oberyn Martell and his paramour, Ellaria Sand. The two are seen
as partners to each other, as well as in sexual experiences with opposite sex characters, all at the
same time in orgy-style sex scenes. They openly discuss their sexuality, and the confirmation of
their bisexuality – even without using the modern word – is clear and obvious in the show. The
muted sense of their ‘reform’ regularly occurs to both characters, as both are bisexual and clearly
polygamous, but the main arcs of both characters center around the relationship that the two of
them have together, which, if not strictly monogamous, is strictly heterosexual. These characters
also give us the violence of bisexual erasure, or when “the existence or legitimacy of bisexuality
(either in general or in regard to an individual) is questioned or denied outright”23. Bisexual erasure
allows for the idea that sexuality rests only in a binary form of gay and straight, and that the
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vacillation between the two, or any sense of sexual fluidity, is rejected. This erasure suggests that
the choice of a partner designates the sexuality, and any experimentation in the other direction is
reformed through a return to that initial partner choice.
Second, Nealon’s concept of punishment argues that outward displays of queerness were
rewarded with a character arc of negative consequences. Retribution can take many forms –
domestic violence, sexual assault, murder of loved ones or of the character, etc. – and quite often
appears in tandem with other violent experiences. The first example of punishment comes in a
‘traditional’ story arc wherein a queer character is being punished specifically for their sexuality.
This retribution experience is one that designates some sort of physical, mental, and/or emotional
harm to the queer individual because they are outwardly queer and in an environment that does
not accept homosexuality as a legitimate existence. In Game of Thrones, this experience can be
seen with Loras Tyrel and Olyvar (no surname), queer male characters who actively engage in a
relationship with each other. Throughout the show, the storyline of a severe religious sect is
introduced, one that is led by a man seeking to punish all “sinners” for their crimes, mimicking the
crusade of religion against homosexuality. While Olyvar is tossed aside as a minor character that
does not get a finished or fleshed out story arc, Loras undergoes harsh retributive punishment,
being starved, imprisoned, and beaten, all under the accusation of sodomy, another mimicry, this
time of the criminalization of gay sex in medieval England through to the 19th century. In this
‘traditional’ story arc of retributive queerness, Loras Tyrel’s entire character is based around his
sexuality and is eventually punished for it in a way that leads to his mutilation and his death. The
alignment of the queer body with physical punishment for acting on queerness integrates the ideas
of retribution as an expected result of homosexuality.
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In addition to the obvious form of violence upon queerness – literally punishing a queer
character for their sexuality – there is a modern take that has resulted in a fictional trope of “burying
your gays”. The conceptual design of the trope is to placate audiences, finding a way to falsify
equality in media representation by providing a queer character, and then ridding the show of the
‘discomfort’ of queerness for the majority straight audience to then enjoy. What it does, ultimately,
is perpetuate an idea that queer individuals are – in all forms – destined to suffer. It also reinforces
the idea that queerness is easy to remove or replace without disrupting ‘normal’ life or, in the case
of fiction, the overarching storyline. This trope paints a picture of equality through the provision
of representation before inviting the audience to expect the harm of this character, which reinforces
the idea that queerness is not normative and thus should not be rewarded with something like a
fulfilled storyline. In Game of Thrones, this can be seen in all of the outwardly queer characters.
Loras Tyrel and Olyvar, as mentioned before, are beaten, used, and killed. Oberyn is brutally
killed, Ellaria is tortured and left for dead in a dungeon (her storyline, like Olyvar’s, is tossed away
and not returned to), and Renly is murdered by his own brother. Yara, who we will get to in the
next section, has the strongest storyline but is still kidnapped, beaten, and abused. While the
gruesome television show often shows punishment and pain and death on most of the characters,
it is specifically so that every queer identity that exists in the show incorporates to an
extraordinarily severity a sense of punishment or death.
Reducing queerness is arguably another violence on queer characters, with reduction a
technique that allows for media to present a queer character and reduce the storyline to the expected
experience of “coming out”. The first, and perhaps the more common of the storylines, reduces
the queer experience to simply the narrative of the character’s sexuality. The reduction assumes
that queer characters have no other available plot line than considering outing themselves, “coming
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out” and then dealing with the aftermath. As mentioned in the other experiences, Loras Tyrell
assumes this role in Game of Thrones; he is introduced as a gay lover, punished for his
homosexuality, and then killed once he ‘repents’ for his queerness. His arc is based around his
queerness and has little else to do with anything else in a fantasy world that is not only massive,
but incredibly detailed. Reducing the queer experience to just the “coming out” story, or just a
plotline about the character’s sexuality serves two purposes: the first, is to reduce the existence of
queer individuals to their sexuality so much that it reiterates and perpetuates the idea that queerness
is so abnormal, so far outside the norm, that it must be significant enough to justify a full and
complete story arc of a supporting character. The second purpose, like most of the queer
experiences describe in this paper, is likely to use this storyline as a ‘solution’ to fill in the gap in
queer representation. This ‘solution’ becoming tokenism that reduces queer individuals to nothing
more than a checkbox.
Finally, is the reduction of queerness to a mirror of heteronormativity. In Game of Thrones,
the only queer character not killed off, and given some form of a story arc outside of her sexuality,
is Yara Greyjoy. Yara is a representation of what the title of Nealon’s book refers to: the idea of
gender inversion as representative of sexuality. Yara allows for a sense of an inverted queerness,
wherein lesbian women adopt masculine dress, behavior, and sexual desires, being all male save
for their bodies. Yara shown as queer, in a scene amongst her men in the brothel, where she is
engaging sexually with a female prostitute. Later in the series, a direct conversation is held wherein
Yara states that she sleeps with both men and women, but the conversation occurs as she is flirting
with another woman. With Yara’s coding as masculine, the fall into heteronormativity is easier; if
she is with a woman it is acceptable because she is a masculine character, and never actually shown
with men, thus there is never a moment for there to be an uncomfortable homosexuality. As a
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masculine character that is always with feminine women, Yara’s queerness is comprehensible
through the lens of heteronormativity, and thus reduced to being a ‘palatable’ queerness.
These examples – queer reform, bisexual erasure, punishment for queerness, ‘burying your
gays’, the coming out story, and heteronormative queerness – are meant to provide an
understanding of how the S+ subject position views the Q-Experiential. These examples point to
a repetition of violence and a reminder to queerness that its non-normative existence is the premier
importance of the experience. If the Q-Experiential is located as such in the social imagination,
designed by the S+ subject position, then it must be considered as to how this wielding of
credibility excess impacts those of the S- subject positions that identity as queer and see only these
aspects of violence in the social imagination.
Intelligible Queerness and Queer Selfness
If intelligible queerness – queer experience that is comfortable and recognized within the
social imagination as designed by the S+ subject – is restricted to these experiences, then the
attempt to discover a different experience in self-development of a S- subject creates a state of
exteriority and a severe affective discomfort that will push the S- subject to turn again and again
back towards the state of queerness that is reinforced in the social imagination by the S+ designed
fictional narrative that feeds into the expectations of the collective experience. The injustice arises
when the queer individual is thus unable to fit her alternative experience into the comfortable
intelligibility of the social imagination, as the narratives designed by those S+ subjects with a
credibility excess are so convincing and impressive that she cannot readily discover that there is a
lacuna that necessarily must be filled. If these provided examples are the most popular and
perpetuated narratives given to queer characters, then the experience of the queer individual
external to the fictional is limited to attempting to fit identity expression into the experiences
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provided on the screen. Thus, the development of an S- subject relies upon the experiences
designed by an S+ subject that has never had access to the internal of the Q-Experience, which
creates a detriment in S- subject development, as they come to understand that their experiences
are not universally represented and cannot be understood through the provided means.
With the construction of an intelligible self requiring a comprehensive external experience
to succeed in development, these Q-Experiential experiences must not only be available but also
must be affectively comfortable. That comfort relies upon intelligibility, which relies upon
credibility of subjective experience enough to impact the social imagination in order to add the QExperience to the accessible array of experience. The power of the social imagination cannot be
underestimated, as “…these collective understandings are so powerful, and the personal
experiential promise of an alternative understanding so lonely and inarticulate, that they have some
significant power to construct not only subject’s experience…but also his very self”. The necessity
for alternative and S- developed experiences in the social imagination through media
representation is significant. The Q-Experiential, specifically, relies upon alternative modes of
representative experience in order to begin to piece together the selfhood that is required to act as
a subject in the world. Media, then, becomes paramount in the construction of a queer identity.
Being able to see what one can be, through the presentation of multiple experiences that one can
recognize themselves in, is necessary for self-development. In order to a S- subject to recognize
themselves in media in a way that is complete and resonating, the use of S+ subjects to develop
and design these S- subject representations in media must be avoided. The continual use of S+
subjects to develop these experiences creates hermeneutical injustice by reinforcing the negative,
violent, and punishing narratives around queerness.
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Queer communities are oft not blood related, are not necessarily aware of each other, and
are quite often hidden away from each other whether by individual decision, physical separation,
or through an inability to identify queerness in sponsor individuals who are keeping their queerness
private (like coaches, teachers, community leaders, etc.). Thus, media is a major means of identity
communication for individuals who are not normatively represented in their immediate spaces,
whether within their families, schools, or in the histories of their generational stories. A young girl
can assume what it is like to be a woman if she is raised by her mother; a child can assume what it
is to be straight if their parents are heterosexual; outside of these normative experiences, the ability
to discover and emulate alternative experiences is a difficult and taxing process. Media creates an
opportunity to ease that discomfort – in many forms, not just queerness – and the restriction of
queerness to just the aforementioned, S+ developed, narratives create a narrow path through which
queerness must exercise itself first before finding a way to move out of it or past it, if at all.
Conclusion
With an understanding of subjects with credibility excess, or S+ subjects, this argument
sought to understand how, even with a technical increase of queer representation in media, the
ways that queer characters are developed are creating detrimental lacunae around the QExperiential. Deploying arguments from Dalmiya, Alcoff, and Fricker, the credibility excess of
the S+ subjects grant an assumption of universality to the S+ experience that is used to translate
S- experience in inauthentic ways. These developments were shown to appear as violent, providing
queer intelligibility majorly through experiences of punishment, erasure, and reduction. The
reliance of the queer community – especially in the development of identity – on the representation
in the media is significant and the continual credibility given to S+ subjects with no access to the
Q-Experiential, creates a massive detriment to the queer community and the opportunity to develop
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intelligibility that ‘feels’ right. Without the development of queer narratives from a subject within
the Q-Experiential, the queer community misses seeing a lot of their experience in the social
imagination. We miss happy endings and any approval of love and fluidity; we miss sexuality
being just a piece of our overall identity rather than primary to it; most importantly, especially with
the high rate of queer youth suicide, we so commonly miss living to the end of the story.
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Place, Prize, and Agency Through Rape:
Chaucer's Lady Constance and Martin's Sansa Stark

Medieval literature and contemporary medieval fantasy have a close bond of similarities; amongst
parallels in setting, characters, and even plot devices like war and power struggles, the way
medieval fantasy is written is to harken back to the medieval time period of (typically) European
history. As such, the language and positioning of characters within similar settings are bound to
reach similar parallels, and it is within these parallels that perpetuated concepts from medieval
systems can be examined in contemporary forms, especially in terms of the development of female
characters and their opportunity (or lack thereof) to seize and wield power or host a sense of agency
themselves. A distinct parallel can be found between the character of Lady Constance, in Geoffrey
Chaucer’s “The Man of Law” chapter in The Canterbury Tales, and the character of Sansa Stark
in George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series. While their narratives continue along a
familiar arc through most of their individual stories, it is where the stories split that perpetuation
of certain medieval morality is obvious. In order to consider both the continuation of limiting
character narratives for the feminine character and to understand the contemporary consequences
of these narratives, I will first engage with the mythological structures from Joseph Campbell’s
research to understand where the feminine has been in historical contexts (and still remain in
modernity), arguing that the feminine is almost always situated as a ‘place’, in terms of
motherhood, or as a ‘prize’, in terms of wifehood and sexual conquest. Following this delineation
of the feminine into either a position of ‘prizeness’ or ‘placeness’, I will consider the parallels
between Lady Constance and Sansa Stark in terms of these two positions. Finally, I will argue that
the appearance of medieval morality in contemporary fantasy creates an objectification of the
feminine sexual body, as well as arguing that the use of rape narratives in both (male-written)
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stories seems to problematically insinuate that it is the removal of the female virginity that allows
for femininity to acquiesce some sense of agency and power over her world.
The Parallels of Lady Constance and Sansa Stark
In wielding the situating of the feminine narrative within either place or prize, in terms of
agency (or lack thereof), I will map out the distinct parallels between two important character arcs
in medieval literature and medieval fantasy. First – to represent medieval literature – from
Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, is Lady Constance, from “The Man of Law” tale. The second –
to represent medieval fantasy – from George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series, is Sansa
Stark. Both women are considered proper and pious, and their narrative arcs maintain along an
experience of medieval marriage. As these parallels will ultimately show, the narratives of
Constance and Sansa are next to identical, until a moment of rape is introduced to the arc; the
parallel splits when Constance is saved from the trauma and Sansa is submitted to it. First, though,
the two women follow along six similar plot points.
The beginning of both Constance’s and Sansa’s narrative is at a point of contractual
marriage; both women are reviewed and assigned to their betrothed. For Constance, the Sultan of
Syria heard about the lady’s “noble qualities” and sent for her; “…the Sultan was to have
Constance for his wife, plus certain moneys, I don’t know the exact amount. Pledges were sworn
to this agreement by each side, and security was put up.”24 Sansa’s marriage was bartered for
between her father, Ned, and King Robert, who said to Ned, “I have a son, you have a daughter.
My Joff and your Sansa shall join houses.”25 In both agreements, the women are given away,
though it should be noted that while Constance wept at the moment of her leaving her home, Sansa
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did not. For Sansa, the betrothal was one that pleased her; Prince Joffrey was the type of prince
that Sansa had always wanted to marry. Pleased or not, though, both women were shipped off to
their new home and to their betrothed.
When both Constance and Sansa arrive at their new homes – Constance in Syria and Sansa
in King’s Landing – they are met with the same character: the jealous and plotting Queen motherin-law. The Sultan’s mother greets Constance with falsity, as Cersei Lannister does with Sansa.
Both mothers-in-law’s have a desire for something that the young women are getting in the way
of, and that something is power. For Constance’s story, the Sultan’s mother held a great feast,
though a bloody one. During the feast, “the Sultan and every one of the Christians were hacked
and stabbed at the table, except Constance. The Old Sultaness, cursed crone, accomplished this
horrible deed with the help of her friends, for she wished to rule the whole country herself.”26 For
Cersei, she also has the king killed, though King Robert is her husband, not her son. Both mothersin-law remove the king/sultan to situate themselves within power, with the Sultan’s mother taking
power for herself and Cersei taking power through her son. Just as the Sultan’s mother has
everyone but Constance killed, so too does Cersei, leaving Sansa as a prisoner at the end of the
first book, A Game of Thrones, as she eliminates the Stark presence from the Red Keep:
With a single sharp thrust, the nearest gold cloak drove his spear into Tomard’s back. Fat
Tom’s blade dropped from nerveless fingers as the wet red point burst out through his ribs,
piercing leather and mail. He was dead before his sword hit the floor. Ned’s shout came
far too late. Janos Slynt himself slashed open Varly’s throat. Cayn whirled, steel flashing,
drove back the nearest spearman with a flurry of blows, for an instant it looked as though
he might cut his way free. Then the Hound was on him. Sandor Clegane’s first cut took off
Cayn’s sword hand at the wrist; his second drove him to his knees and opened him from
shoulder to breastbone.27
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Both of these plot points show the mothers-in-law’s issues with power and with conversion,
though in different ways. The Sultan’s mother sees Constance’s influence as literally converting
her son the Sultan to Christianity, and her actions were in refusal of this conversion. Constance
was a threat of religious conversion that was represented by the lady’s overt piety. In Martin’s
work, Cersei is concerned with the changes that Ned Stark, Sansa’s father, is bringing to the
kingdom – the Stark’s are known as honest, trustworthy, and straight-forward peoples, which does
not fit in the political turmoil of the Red Keep. So, Cersei has Ned captured (and Joffrey has him
killed) but maintains her hold on Sansa. Where Constance (and Christianity) is simply banished
from the Syrian country, Sansa is wielded as a conversion tool herself. Cersei has Sansa write
letters to her family, to convince them to kneel to Joffrey; “’Bid them to come to King’s Landing
and pledge their fealty to Joffrey when he takes his throne’…In the end, [Sansa] wrote four
letters.”28 Sansa became useful in an attempt to convert her family into peace, while Constance
was sent away to die.
And sent away Constance is. She is placed on a ship by the Sultan’s mother and left to float
for years. The narrator tells us that the only thing that kept Constance alive was the will of God,
as Constance prays every day to keep herself safe and alive. “Constance crossed herself, and with
a very sorrowful voice she prayed to the cross of Christ,” “Who saved her? No one except
God…God wished to exhibit his miraculous power through Constance so that we could observe
His mighty deeds.”29 Eventually, Constance arrives on shore, alive. Sansa, in her story, is not sent
away on a ship but, much like Constance, floats for years in the unknown. Sansa is kept in the Red
Keep, in a state of unknowing, with only being able to pray for a different outcome. With Martin’s
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work being significantly longer than Chaucer’s tales, Sansa’s narrative of prayer and unknowing
lasts throughout the second book of the series, A Clash of Kings, and into the third book, A Storm
of Swords. The development of her piety – or, rather, the dissolution – becomes clear across the
books. In her early chapters in A Clash of Kings, Sansa prays daily to be saved, and believes that
the gods have even answered her prayers with a note that reads, “Come to the godswood tonight,
if you want to go home,” and Sansa knows that she “had prayed so hard”, and wonders “could this
be her answer at last, a true night to save her?”30 Sansa is reminded of her duty to pray, praying
for her family to ‘convert’ to the expectations of Cersei Lannister, with Tyrion Lannister
recommending to her: “The next time you visit the godswood, pray that your brother has the
wisdom to bend the knee. Once the north returns to the king’s peace, I mean to send you home.”31
We start to see Sansa’s faith decay as her prayers remain unanswered, and she floats
indefinitely in the prison of King’s Landing. “When Sansa had first beheld the Great Sept with its
marble walls and seven crystal towers, she’d thought it was the most beautiful building in the
world, but that had been before Joffrey beheaded her father on its steps. ‘I want it burned.’ ‘Hush,
child, the gods will hear you.’ ‘Why should they? They never hear my prayers’.”32 As Sansa’s
prayers are not answered, and her brother is killed in attempting to become king, she becomes a
useful tool for the Queen once again. Sansa’s betrothal to Joffrey is dissolved and, instead, Sansa
is married to Cersei’s younger brother, Tyrion Lannister. On their wedding night, Sansa thinks,
“this is not right, this is not fair, how have I sinned that the gods would do this to me, how?”33 As
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Sansa nears the end of her unending floating in the midst of uncertainty, we can see the progression
of her piety, as her belief in prayers and the gods goes from devout to disbelief.
It is also important to note that in the narratives of both Constance and Sansa, neither went
through with their marriages. Constance was never wed to the Sultan, and the marriage was never
consummated, and thus she still remained a prize to be re-wed (as she eventually is). Sansa,
similarly, was never wed to Joffrey, that betrothal ended so that she could be wed to Tyrion. While
that marriage was, in fact, successful, the marriage was never consummated, leaving Sansa able to
wed again. The turmoil of both women’s betrothals allowed for the rollercoaster of their early
narratives without removing from them the one thing that is necessary for their later narratives:
their virginity. With both women technically able to still marry, with their virginity intact, they are
both able to move on into the next stage of their narrative. Should either of them have fulfilled
their betrothal and have consummated the marriage, both would be situated into a “placeness” that
would necessarily end their narrative journey. As neither Constance nor Sansa have finished their
stories, though, the “prizeness” of their virgin identity (problematically) allows for the
continuation of their progression.
Now, after both women float in endless uncertainty for pages, and even chapters and books
in Sansa’s case, both are delivered to a new place wherein they both take up a new identity. When
Constance finally reaches shore, she is taken in by the local warden and his wife and feigns
memory loss to keep her identity a secret; “She knelt down and thanked God for his help. But she
would tell no one, despite threats or promises, who she was, though she would be killed for it.”34
Constance lives in anonymity for a time. Sansa, as well, emerges from her floating in uncertainty
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with a new name. Sansa, rescued from King’s Landing by Petyr Baelish (nicknamed, Littlefinger),
is taken to Riverrun, where she poses as Littlefinger’s daughter, Alayne: “’You are Alayne, and
you must be Alayne all the time.’ He put two fingers on her left breast. ‘Even here. In your heart.
Can you do that? Can you be my daughter in your heart?’”35 Both women are enveloped into a
new space with little questioning, like Constance who was “so diligent, so tireless in her efforts to
serve and please everyone in that place, that all who saw her loved her.”36 The chaste, pious,
subservient attitudes of both Constance and Sansa allowed them to survive in a space that they did
not necessarily have any power within.
During their times hidden away, both Constance and Sansa have men that attempt to woo
them and, in the failure of that attempt, are sentenced to death for murder. A knight from the nearby
village attempts to woo Constance, but she prevails against “the Devil”, and maintains her
virginity: “He filled a young knight of that village with such hot love and foul desire for her that
the knight actually thought he would die if he could not possess her body at least once. He wooed
her, but in vain. She would not sin in any way.”37 In vengeance against his thwarted attempts at
romance, the knight attempts to frame Constance for the murder of the warden: “This knight,
tempted by Satan, slipped stealthily to the bed and cut Hermengild’s throat; and then he laid the
bloody knife by Lady Constance and went away.”38 Constance is put on trial for the murder, but
she prays and God finds her innocent and strikes the knight dead instead: “a hand smote him so
hard upon the collarbone that he immediately fell down like a rock, and both his eyes burst from
his head in the sight of everyone present.”39 Constance is relieved of the accusation and is
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eventually wed to the King Aella, who over saw the trial and saw Constance as holy, bright, and
shining.
As Sansa is hidden away in Riverrun, her seducer arrives in the form of a musician, named
Marillion. Drunk, the musician attempts his seduction (Sansa’s/Alayne’s words are italicized,
Marillion’s are not): “Mercy. I have been singing love songs for hours. My blood is stirred. And
yours, I know…there’s no wench half so lusty as one bastard born. Are you wet for me?” “I’m a
maiden,” she protested. “Truly? Oh, Alayne, Alayne, my fair maid, give me the gift of your
innoncence. You will thank the gods you did. I’ll have you singing louder than the Lady Lysa.”
Sansa jerked away from him, fightened. “If you don’t leave me, my au- my father will hang you.
Lord Petyr.”40 This does little to scare the musician away, but the appearance of a guard does, thus
saving Sansa from further discomfort. Where Constance’s seducer attempted to frame Constance
for the death of the warden, the narrative of the murder is framed differently for Sansa. Lysa,
Littlefinger’s wife and Sansa’s aunt and the lady of Riverrun, accuses Sansa of attempting to
seduce Littlefinger, and wants Sansa dead as such. Littlefinger, in protection of Sansa (as he did
not want to marry Lysa but ‘loves’ Sansa instead), kills Lysa. Then, he blames the murder on
Marillion:
[Petyr] gave [Lysa] a short, sharp shove. Lysa stumbled backward, her feet slipping on the
wet marble, and then she was gone. She enver screamed. For the longest time there was no
sound but the wind. Marillion gasped, ‘You…you…’ The guards were shouting outside
the door, pounding with the butts of their heavy spears. Lord Petyr pulled Sansa to her feet.
‘You’re not hurt?’ When she shook her head, he said, ‘Run let my guards in, then. Quick
now, there’s no time to lose. This singer’s killed my lady wife.’41

40
41

Martin, “Storm of Swords”, 941.
Martin, “Storm of Swords”, 1115.

55

Eventually, Marillion is tried and killed, leaving Lysa’s sickly son, Robin, as the Lord of
Riverrun and Petyr as his caretaker and the temporary lord until Robin is of age (he is only eight).
The appearance of a child is something that maintains across both narratives as well.
Constance is wed to King Aella and becomes pregnant; “for although wives are extremely
holy, they must patiently bear at night the necessary acts which please those who gave the wedding
rings, and for a short time put aside their holiness – there is no help for that.”42 Here, we see the
beginning of Constance shifting from ‘prize’ to ‘place’, through the enactment of motherhood.
Where once Constance’s virginity was the prize, allowing her to move through the world in
between those who would be her husband or otherwise, the removal of the virginity and the
placement in motherhood stalls her movement into placeness – or at least, it eventually will. Sansa
finds a similar shift into placement, though it is as uncertain as Constance’s is, at least for the
moment. With the death of Lysa, Sansa steps in as a pseudo-wife and -mother for Littlefinger and
Robin: “Sometime during the night she woke, as little Robert climbed up into her bed…There was
nothing to be done for it, so she put her arm around him. ‘Sweetrobin? You can stay but try not to
squirm around. Just close your eyes and sleep, little one.’ ‘I will.’ He cuddled close and laid his
head between her breasts. ‘Alayne? Are you my mother now?’ ‘I suppose I am,’ she said.”43 What
is important to note is that Sansa has not actually had sex, nor has she become a permanent mother;
as such, her virginity still stands and, as such, so does her ‘prizeness’. It is this difference between
the narratives that we see the split begin in the plots of these two women.
With Constance’s narrative, the mother-in-law figure returns again, separating Constance
and Aella through conniving letters, and Constance flees with her son, thinking the King wishes
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to kill him. She departs on a boat once again, and it is on this boat, moored on a far shore, that
Constance is faced with the rape attempt.
But a few nights later, the steward of the lord of the castle – God curse him, a thief who
had renounced our faith – came alone to the ship and said she must be his mistress, whether
she wished to do so or not, Poor Constance was then really woebegone. She cried piteously
and her child cried also. But blessed Mary soon helped her, for Constance wrestled so
strongly and well that the thief suddenly fell overboard and drowned in the sea, as he
deserved. In this way Christ kept Constance pure.44
Here, Constance’s piety is awarded with assistance against a possible rapist. It is, as the
narrator reminds the reader, important that Constance was ‘kept pure’. This maintenance of purity
allows Constance to eventually return to King Aella, and eventually to return to her father and to
her homeland of England, and to situate safely but subjugated in a space of ‘placeness’ as mother
and wife. Elizabeth Robertson has argued against the idea that Constance embodied how Chaucer
“subscribes to essentialist notions of women as submissive helpmates victimized by their husbands
or lords,”45 but I would argue that within the comparison of the two stories, Constance is not only
submissive, but is awarded for the submission with a sense of ‘safety’. The insinuation of the rape
scene is simple: if Constance had been raped, if her ‘purity’ had been taken away by the act of
nonconsensual sex, she would not have been able to return to the safety of her home, to her holy
marriage, nor to a supported state of motherhood.
I must note here that there is a complication in examining Martin’s work; as of this writing,
A Song of Ice and Fire series is not yet finished but has been ‘completed’ through television. It is
necessary to note that Martin was not involved in the later seasons of the Game of Thrones
television series, and so the episodes do not necessarily follow the plot of the books (both written
and unwritten). There is a general assumption that Sansa’s plot line was combined with another
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plot line from the book to make for ‘better’ television, so it is important to know that Sansa’s actual
narrative arc may not actually include a rape scenario. As such, the very idea that the showrunners
used the rape narrative (which was present in the book, just for another character), as a pivot point
for Sansa’s character is a significant point in this argument.
By the very end of the fourth book of the series, A Feast for Crows (Sansa is not in the fifth
book, A Dance with Dragons), the ‘prize’ of Sansa’s virginity emerges as useful again, proving
that the apparent safety of pseudo-motherhood is not enough to keep Sansa in Riverrun or under
the protection of Littlefinger. Rather, Petyr contracts Sansa into yet another betrothal, and her
literary narrative ends with the announcement of this marriage. When the television show picks
Sansa’s story back up, she is wed to a character named Ramsay Bolton (rather than Harry the Heir,
from the book), who is notoriously cruel, dangerous, and violent against women. Sansa is married
to Bolton and come their wedding night, she is held down and raped, something that is depicted in
the television show. Unlike Constance, there is no divine intervention to save Sansa from the
trauma, and she is sent along a different narrative arc than her character likely does in the book.
Morality & Agency
These two women, Constance and Sansa, have remarkably parallel narrative stories for the
majority of their arc, until they both reach a point of actual or attempted rape. This brings up two
distinct points of interest and argument; if medieval fantasy works to “confirm certain moral
exigencies and priorities”46, then are the ‘certain’ morals in fact a patriarchal morality that prizes
feminine virginity and Christian chastity so much so that virginity is perpetuated as a prized
component of feminine existence, and one that determines the amount of trauma that a feminine
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individual undergoes in their narrative arc? Constance is pious throughout her narrative; she prays
regularly, and she is saved regularly by God. The threats to her life are remedied by divine
intervention; she is saved by slaughter from the Sultan’s mother, she survives years on a boat with
no food or water, she is found without guilt during a murder trial, and she is rescued from rape, all
by the will of God. Her morality sustains because her sexual chastity sustains.
Morality is a key connector between medieval literature and medieval fantasy, with modern
fantasy operating, “like medieval literature, to confirm certain moral exigencies and priorities.”47
Fantasy, just as in medieval literature, designs character narratives in a way that expects that
“struggle does not simply grow out of character flaws or natural, physical eruptions, but from a
tear or flaw in the elemental tissue of the ethical weave of the universe.”48 Medieval literature
hinges on the necessity of a sexual morality, one that restricts intercourse to the marital bed, and
that morality is sustained and perpetuated in medieval fantasy like Martin’s, as even though
Westeros is a fictional place, the bounds by which the world was designed mimic and copy the
structures of medieval society. This, along with the idea that Martin “provides sexual morality as
an alternative spectrum on which to variegate his characters”49, gives us the understanding that not
only is sexual morality a structural piece of Martin’s world, but it is an active and important
conceptualization around which characters are situated. This rises problematic when there is an
assumed morality that encourages a subjugation of the feminine characters in terms of agency,
with contemporary medieval fantasy allows instead that it moves the feminine from prize to
agency.
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The morality of Constance cannot be said to sustain in the same way for Sansa; though the
chastity maintains through the story, her piety does not. The trajectory of Sansa’s narrative slowly
allows for the decay of her piety and prayers, going from devout to dismissive. The progression of
trauma follows this decay, and the loss of her religious morality is eventually punished by the loss
of her virginity, through rape. If fantasy follows a ‘certain’ morality that continues to prize piety
alongside chastity and punish women who do not fulfill the continued expectations of religious
life, the narratives that are perpetuated are non-secular and rather a maintenance of Primary World
religious morality that subjugates the female body to not only a prize that must be conquered, but
also a prize that is built and shaped to the eventual expectation of conquest.
When this ‘prizeness’ is stolen away from the feminine, as we can see in the sexual assault
of Sansa Stark, the problem arises. In the cycle between prize and place, Sansa is shoved aside
from her trajectory towards ‘placeness’ by sudden theft of her virginity in the television show
through rape, and the showrunners of Game of Thrones decide that this scene merits the
problematic ‘reward’ of agency. As Lindsay Ellis says in her review of the television show:
“Because that’s female empowerment to these showrunners. I’m glad I got raped actually, Mr. The
Hound, it made me a cool girl badass.”50 Ellis’ caricature of Sansa is sarcastic but legitimate; the
use of rape as the ‘freeing’ of female characters from that cycle of prize-place or child-wife-mother
suggests that the only opportunity for women to become characters with agency is for them to be
removed from the attractive space of ‘prizeness’. Only once a woman is ‘ruined’ by rape, unable
to be situated easily into the moral, chaste, and honorable space of ‘placeness’, can she be allowed
to seize agency for herself and make decisions outside of that marriage cycle. This narrative of
rape that ‘allows’ agency for women is one that is dangerous, detrimental, and reminiscent of the
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restrictions of medieval morality that examines the usefulness of the feminine as only through the
possession or non-possession of her sexual virginity.
Conclusion
To conclude, I sought in this argument to achieve three things: to describe the similar
feminine narratives of ‘place’ and ‘prize’ between medieval literature and medieval fantasy; to
situate the character of Lady Constance in Geoffrey Chaucer’s “The Man of Law” chapter of The
Canterbury Tales in parallel to the character of Sansa Stark in George R. R. Martin’s A Song of
Fire and Ice series; and to argue that the use of rape as a stimulation of feminine agency is a
problematic assertion that builds from the sustained and perpetuated idea of sexual morality in
female characters. The story parallels are remarkable, and it is necessary to understand how
damaging the use of rape, sexual assault, or bodily violence to ‘free’ the feminine characters from
the marriage cycle can be to the feminine reader or viewer in our reality.
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The Fictional West:
Examining the Perpetuation of White Missionary Feminism in Game of Thrones

The criticism of this essay focuses on the use of race within fantasy narratives, and the
implications garnered from using modern conceptions of race within a fantastical world. The idea
here is not only about the storyline itself, but also the way that Western characters are portrayed
in contrast to Otherness, and how that portrayal perpetuates the “universalism” and “moral
rightness” of whiteness and colonization. The way that fantasy narratives situate whiteness within
a world with fantastical races – i.e. races that are not the same as the concepts of our modern
constructions of race – identical to the history of white supremacy forces the Othered perspective
to remain within the “universal” account of world history, which is, rather, the white account of
world history. In Serene Khader's book Decolonizing Universalism, she addresses the practice of
missionary feminism and saviorism, which is ultimately paired with the conceptual 'saving-to',
wherein “when you save someone, you imply that you are saving her from something, you are also
saving her to something”51, and this sense of saving includes a judgement of morality as well as
“views about who can make change and about the form of life ‘other’ cultures should ultimately
be changed to”52. Within Khader's consideration of missionary feminism and 'saving to', she
outlines seven "overlapping commitments"53, as defined in the 'methodologies section of this
paper. Using these seven commitments as a lens of analysis, this argument will explore the
representations of race within the popular series Game of Thrones (both the book series and the
television show) and the detrimental narratives perpetuated by the idealization and idolization of
white history. These seven overlapping commitments of white feminism and saviorism enforces
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the idea that Western colonizers have the right to make moral and ethical choices for Other
societies in a way that drives the development of the culture towards the Western ideals. These
commitments are clear in the narrative of Daenerys Targaryen in the Game of Thrones series, and
this argument will seek to define the ways that moral and ethical superiority of the West are
wielded through her character by examining her relationship with the non-West(eros)54 characters.
Section One: An Absent Moral Vernacular in Dothraki 'Savagery'
The first Othered race that Dany comes across in Game of Thrones is the Dothraki, a
nomadic horse-riding tribe that George R. R. Martin based around similar nomadic tribes in North
America and Northern and Central Asia. The narrative of the characters within the literature is that
the Dothraki are seen as a savage race, with their culture and their norms displayed through
violence and an ignorance of the ways of the fantastical West. Martin's basing of a savage
fantastical race on tribal races from our world, perpetuates the stereotype of savagery in the tribal
races in our world. This designation as savage encourages one of the 'commitments' we get from
Khader: the idea of a single moral vernacular. The assumption of a singular moral vernacular drives
missionary feminists to believe that "only one set of moral self-understandings is compatible with
feminism" or progress, with a supposition that "other moral languages are bankrupt" 55. The
'bankruptcy' of the Dothraki is reinforced upon the very first approach of Dany into the other
culture, as she appears at her own wedding to the leader (Khal) of the Dothraki. The wedding is
rife with violence and Dothraki customs that are appalling to Dany, who arrives from a palace,
dressed in silks, and watches the affair with astounded fear. What is reinforced in this juxtaposition
is the idealization of Western morality, and it connects that idealization to the peoples in our world
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that the Dothraki culture is 'based' upon, creating a continued assumption of that 'savagery' for that
racial group.
What arrives, in accompaniment to this idealized Western morality, is the application of
said morality to the ‘primitive’ culture within which the white body has now infiltrated. This
application arrives in the sense of ‘taming’, where the wild primitive is contained and altered by a
modern and moral individual. This depiction of taming, in Game of Thrones, is accompanied by
appropriation, and through both the missionary feminist is centralized. For Dany’s entrance into
the Dothraki, she does not learn their customs to understand the culture nor to become a part of it,
but rather to control the Dothraki while picking and choosing the parts of their culture that she
likes. She ‘tames’ her husband, Khal Drogo, by showing him sex in the missionary position (note
the appropriateness of the missionary in this space), which leads to her ability to control his
decisions and influence him to make choices that align with her moral compass rather than his
native customs. When this taming does not go so far as to control more of the Dothraki, Dany
shifts and appropriates Dothraki customs in a way that is translated into respect from those whom
she is appropriating. The Dothraki customs include two aspects which Dany eventually wields.
The first is the custom of challenging for Khal, wherein any strong (male) member of the Dothraki
can challenge the current Khal to battle for the position, a violent display. Dany eventually will
utilize this tactic when she kills every Khal to become the Khaleesi of the entire Dothraki. The
second is the customs of hair, wherein (male) members of the Dothraki begin to braid their hair
once they have won victory in battle, and never cut their hair unless they are defeated. Dany, over
time in the television show, lets her hair grow long and the number of braids in her hair increase
with every season – with every victory. These appropriations still allow Dany to be held as a moral
being, even as she deploys Dothraki customs that once were portrayed as savage or primitive;
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when wielded in her perspective, these customs are seen as tools of strength and success. Dany
being situated as a morally superior subject allows her to reject the ‘savagery’ of the Dothraki at
the same time that she appropriates and uses the same customs as means to her own desired ends.
The "single moral vernacular", as a position for the missionary feminist, assumes that this
Othered personhood does not retain the ability for morality, and Dany's interactions within the
Dothraki space reiterates this assumption. As she moves with the Dothraki, Dany regularly rejects
the customs of the tribe; as her husband lies dying due to her own mistakes (see section five) Dany
calls for blood magic to save him, rejecting the fear of the Dothraki towards the magic and causing
a revolt throughout the tribe; as Khaleesi of all the Dothraki, she rejects their fear of the ocean and
has them travel to the West to fight her war; and within her first year of being Khaleesi, she judges
the custom of the Dothraki to rape and pillage as they always have. To this last point, there are two
necessary additions. First, the depiction of the ‘savage’ race being physically threatening matches
the perpetuation of tribal stereotypes mentioned at the beginning of this section – a choice by
Martin to represent this race in this way. Second, the criticism of this action of Dany's is not around
the conclusion she reaches from her judgement (that rape, and theft, are wrong), but rather that she
believes that she has the moral superior position to make the decision for the morality of the
group's customs. The reverberating and disruptive impact of the missionary feminist who believes
she has the right to not only make moral judgements for another culture but, when operating from
a position of power like Dany with the Dothraki, to also make moral decisions for another culture,
is an idealization of the singular moral rightness of the 'just' Western vernacular.
Section Two: Misplaced Prioritization Around Unsullied Freedoms
The majority of Dany’s storyline in the middle of the series deals with her arrival and
takeover in “Slaver’s Bay” which, as the name depicts, is the place in the Game of Thrones world
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where it is legal to sell and buy slaves. Dany arrives at Slaver’s Bay to partake in the purchase of
slaves and ends up seeing the atrocities of slavery and deciding to free the enslaved population of
the whole bay – see section four. Dany travels to the city of Astapor to purchase the Unsullied; in
Game of Thornes, the Unsullied are warrior slaves, trained to fight from a very young age, and
they are castrated. They are sold as armies to wealthy patrons, and Dany goes to Astapor to do that
very thing, though she ends up ‘purchasing’ them (under false pretenses) before freeing them: the
first depiction of Dany's saviorism. After she frees them, she tells the men that they may be free
and leave or they can fight for her as free men. Every one of them agrees to fight for her, choose
her, and eventually idolize her. What comes up around this narrative between Dany and the
Unsullied is the idea of 'Misplaced Priorities', wherein "Westerners intervene in the lives of 'others'
in ways that do not track what is genuinely morally urgent"56; Dany's focus is on the freeing of the
Unsullied, but the structural foundation of Westeros itself is built on the Western necessity for war.
There would be no existence of the Unsullied if there was no demand for war and violence –
Westeros has a long history of fighting and conquering, a custom that is in the other wealthy lands
and cities as well, and this approved Western custom is supported by the purchase of fighting
slaves or mercenaries. Thus, the situation that the Unsullied are grateful to be saved from is the
very situation that the system of their ‘savior’ placed them within. Dany’s purchase of the
Unsullied, and then her regular and continued use of the Unsullied to fight her Western war,
prioritizes the freedom of the Unsullied from chains, but not the freedom of the men from risking
their lives for someone else's war.
Section Three: Western Endpoints and Interventions for Eastern Women
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Dany's narrative embodies the narrative of missionary feminism, specifically when she
turns her attentions to the few female characters of the east: Missendei and Mirri Maz Duur. Both
characters experience interactions with Dany's saviorism and both are slave-women that Dany
herself frees; the interactions of Dany with Missendei and Mirri show examples of the idea of 'The
West as the Single Gender-Just Endpoint, and the 'Invisibility of Costs of Interventions',
respectively.
Situating the West as a 'single, gender-just, endpoint' is for missionary feminists to believe
that "there is only one possible gender-just cultural form, and Western culture embodies it",
making the assumption that there is no "possibility of 'other' forms of life being refigured"57 in a
just way.When Dany purchases and frees the Unsullied in Astapor, she also requests that a slave
woman who is acting as a translator to the slave owner is included in the purchase as well. This
woman, Missendei, is depicted as a black woman in the show; she is shown as grateful to the life
that Dany gives her, which includes a place at Dany’s side, though still in her service. Dany judges
that Missendei’s life as a slave is worse, but that a life in Dany’s service (free, but indentured) is
the place that Missendei deserves to be ‘saved-to; for missionary feminism, "what 'other' women
need to be saved to is (an idealized) Western culture"58. Again, the criticism is not on whether or
not Missendei's life was worse as a slave, but that Dany made the 'savior' decision for two specific
things. First, Dany found herself in a place that gave her the right to gift Missendei freedom into
Western culture. Dany decided that as it is her decision to save Missendei from something, it was
also her decision to save her to Western ideals. Second, what this also affirms is the 'moral'
placement of women of color in Western idealization. Dany did not grant Missendei a place of
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power, nor a place of true freedom; she was not gifted money, or lands, or a horse, or a ship.
Rather, she was saved to a position of servitude. Dany's narrative of a missionary feminist was not
a situation of freedom; it was, instead, a perpetuation of the subjugated personhood of women of
color by saving her to a rank that included only a limited sense of agency and power. The narrative
conceptualization of 'gender justness' situates not only the Western ideal as the endpoint, but also
perpetuates a following of the historical path of Western practices around race. For both decisions,
Dany situates the Western ideal as the only one, regardless of the actuality of the cultural morality.
Dany's interactions with the character Mirri Maz Duur hold similar practices of saviorism
but provides instead a clear example of what Khader describes as the 'Invisibility Cost of
Intervention'. The missionary feminist "ignore the harms of Western intervention in the lives of
'other' women", a practice that can be seen in Dany's narrative with Mirri. While Dany is with the
Dothraki, who are pillaging a village, Dany is disgusted by the rape that is a part of the Dothraki
custom, and orders that the women of the village are under her protection and she brings them into
her service. One of these women is a “maegi” or a witchdoctor named Mirri Maz Duur, and Dany
saves her to her ideals by requesting that Mirri Maz Duur use her healing talents to help the
Dothraki, and eventually asks Mirri to perform blood magic to save her husband Khal Drogo as he
lies dying. When Dany discovers that Mirri’s magic killed her husband and forced her to miscarry,
Dany is stupefied by the negative response from Mirri – Dany saved her from rape and brought
her into her service, why would Mirri enact revenge against her? The woman informs Dany that
she was raped many times before Dany saved her and had no interest in saving the man who
ordered the slaughter and destruction of her community. The Dothraki have already destroyed
Mirri's community, and she tells Dany that she would have preferred death, than the life given to
her from Dany; Dany's response is to burn Mirri at the stake. The opportunity for Dany to maneuver
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her way through the lives of indigenous people and wreak havoc on their customs, all while
implementing the customs of her own culture, shows this incomprehension of the violence that is
included in Dany's 'saving-to'. The evidence of this ignorance comes with the continual repetition
of Dany's fury at the people she has been saving not being thankful for her moral intervention;
where Dany's focus was on saving these women from their situation, there was no recognition that
the atrocities against Mirri's people were perpetuated by Dany as well. While both Missendei and
Mirri have different narratives, both are characters enlisted within Dany's saviorism, and show
clear examples of the impact of missionary feminist commitments.
Section Four: Narratives of Enlightenment, Salvation, and Culture in Slaver's Bay
In Dany's conquest of multiple cities throughout Slaver's Bay, with the aforementioned
Unsullied at her back, she sets out on a mission to conquer, kill or punish masters, and free enslaved
peoples. She believes, in totality, that it is her right, duty, and moral obligation to free the slaves
of Slaver’s Bay, just as she believes, in totality, that it is afterward her right, duty, and moral
obligation to rule Slaver’s Bay. It is in Dany's decision to right the societal structure of Slaver's
Bay that we can find examples of Khader's Enlightenment Teleological Narrative (ETN), which
states that embedded in the narratives of Western idealization is "the sense that there is a single
destiny for all societies, and that ‘others’ currently inhabit the past of the West”59. The missionary
feminist holds an idea of 'steps' that move a culture towards Western idealism and, at the same
time, moves that culture towards modernity by means of some intrinsic progressive past. This
movement centers the histories of whiteness and colonization in a way that situates marginalized
identities in an Othered position that reiterates and legitimizes the ‘steps’ that Western society has
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moved through as the only legitimate path. This move to assumed modernity is projected to be
embodied by Western society and is accompanied by a moral righteousness that allows for the
justification of colonization and complexes of superiority, which we can see played out by Dany's
movement through Slaver's Bay.
Dany’s actions fall within colonial thought, which “…claims to speak about and from the
perspective of humanity as such when it actually speaks from the perspective of the colonizer…”60,
as Dany takes the cities from the citizens and instills her rule and morality upon them. Throughout
her time as Queen, she is begged by those citizens to return certain customs that she has made
illegal, and her disdain of these customs is obvious on her face, and she is regularly surprised that
the people want to ‘return’ to their “barbaric” customs rather than ‘move forward’ into the Western
ideals that she has established through her conquering. As she sits as Queen, the masters – once
slaveowners – rebel against her, wanting to return to their customs of slavery, and she fights to
maintain this restriction. Again, it is not the custom that is under judgement here, but rather her
response to the customs of the cities that she has conquered, and her ability to enact judgement
and moral decisions for the citizens of those cities, regardless of the desires of those citizens. The
idealization of Western culture – an equally as violent and disturbing one, especially if looking at
Westeros in the series – is one that ignores the failures and flaws of the seemingly moral system
that Dany is toting as a space to be saved to. This saviorism perpetuates the idea that non-Western
cultures are controlled by dominant forces that are subjugating their own people and (regardless
of whether they are or not) that the solution is the movement towards Western thinking. Which
brings us to a second commitment of missionary feminism, the 'Western Intervention as Salvation'.
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The missionary feminist commitment for intervention reinforces the idea that other people
are "destined to adopt Western culture", and that reinforcement allows for further support that
"western involvement is the solution to ['other'] problems"61; Western feminism or saviorism
becomes the only solution to internal cultural problems. This idea of Western culture as a solution
reinforces (white) saviorism as a positive notion, and the celebration of this is depicted in the show
as well. As the masters beg for the return of their customs for slavery – wanting it for the gold, for
the security – they are juxtaposed with the freed slaves, and their treatment of Dany. While the
masters would plead for a ‘return’ to their traditions, the freed slaves are grateful to move ‘forward’
into the waiting arms of Dany and Western thought. A particularly vivid scene, in both the book
series and the television show, is upon Dany’s successful freeing of the slaves at Yunkai, one of
the cities of Slaver’s Bay. The television show depicts the same conversation as shown below,
though it adds the lifting of Dany above the heads of the slaves, and a top-down shot of a mass of
(brown-skinned) people holding her at the center, starkly white. The same moment in the book
goes as such:
“Mhysa!” a brown-skinned man shouted out at her. He had a child on his
shoulder, a little girl, and she screamed the same word in her thin voice. “Mhysa!
Mhysa!”
Dany Looked at Missandei. “What are they shouting?”
“It is Ghiscari, the old pure tongue. It means ‘Mother.’”
Dany felt a lightness in her chest. I will never bear a living child,
she remembered. Her hand trembled as she raised it. Perhaps she smiled. She
must have, because the man grinned and shouted again, and others took up the
cry. “Mhysa!” they called. “Mhysa! MHYSA!” They were all smiling at her,
reaching for her, kneeling before her. “Maela,” some called her, while others
cried “Aelalla” or “Qathei” or “Tato,” but whatever the tongue it all meant the
same thing. Mother. They are calling me Mother.62
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Even if the imagery from the television show was not available when reading this
section, one could still imagine the raised hand of brown-skinned man, and the response of
a starkly white hand in return, with the very lifting of that hand signaling a response of joy
so palpable that the freed slaves relate Dany to a life giver, to a mother, irrespective of race
or language. Again, regardless of whether or not Dany’s actions were morally right, the
depiction of her saviorism as not only morally superior but necessary affirms and
perpetuates the sense that those Othered cultures that are ‘lucky’ enough to be saved by the
West are overwhelming grateful for the customs and cultures that accompany that
saviorism, as it is narrativized as the only solution to cultural problems. It allows that the
universal place for people of color is a place of subjugation that requires the assistance of
whiteness or the West to free themselves of it.
Finally, the last of the commitments of missionary feminism can be seen in Dany's eventual
disregarding of Slaver's Bay. Throughout her time in the East, Dany believes that it is only her rule
that will keep the custom of slavery from retuning, and thus she must stay and be Queen over the
bay, reinforcing her rule with violence, trade, or marriage, as need be. It is depicted that only her
heavy hand that maintains the ‘forward-thinking’ culture of her traditions and releasing it would
result in a ‘fall’ from ‘Western grace’. This brings us to the 'Resort to the Cultural', suggesting that
it is the "unchanging 'other' cultures, rather than global politics or internal power struggles"63 that
produce these problematic practices. When Dany eventually leaves Slaver's Bay – driven out by
dissenters – she dismisses the land as unchanging and forgoes her initial mission of saviorism.
Throughout the series, as she returns to Westeros, there is a narrative that informs the reader that
Slaver's Bay has 'returned' to its traditions, encouraging the idea that without Western intervention
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and continued presence, the problematic cultural practices that the missionary feminist went to fix
are bound to remain unchanged.
Conclusion
The aim of this analysis is to understand how certain Western ideologies around morality
and saviorism have been perpetuated in fantasy world building and how those perpetuations
encourage certain external understandings of non-Western nations and cultures. Through the seven
commitments of missionary feminism provided by Khader – The West as the Single Gender-Just
Endpoint, A Single Moral Vernacular, The Enlightenment Teleological Narrative, Western
Intervention as Women's Salvation, Invisibility of Costs of Intervention, Misplaced Priorities, and
Resort to the Cultural – this analysis sought to prove that the narrative designs around people of
color and non-Western cultures maintain detrimental assumptions in terms of the moral rightness
of Western colonization. The repetition of this colonialist ideal is common in terms of fantastical
world building – the hero journeying to another world or another place to show them the 'moral'
and 'modern' ways to do things – and seems to encourage not only the progression of Western
ideologies but, also, the appropriateness of such saviorism mentalities. These types of narratives
deliver people of color into the narrative of white history, which necessarily includes slavery and
colonialism, and remands them there so as to be a plot point to reinforce and celebrate the moral
superiority and glory of the white savior. The aim of this methodology was to use Khader's seven
commitments to examine how examine how the progression of Western cultures have been
reiterated in fantastical spaces like the Game of Thrones series and how those reiterations are
accompanied by a problematic assumption of Western and White supremacy.
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Conclusion
Works of fantasy have the ability to open our minds to realms of magic and possibility that
are beyond our everyday lives, but the reiteration of residual prejudices in the development of
imaginary characters, cultures, and worlds is a commonplace occurrence within the genre. The aim
of this argument was to provide five distinct methods of feminist analysis for popular culture,
specifically in the sub-genre of speculative fiction, that are allow the ability to unearth those
residual prejudices and name where certain perpetuations can become detrimental to readers and
viewers in our shared reality. The first method was the MBTI as a Stereotype Marker, which
indicated the way to parse characters into sixteen personality types in order to see what types are
over- or under-represented. Using this method, the first argument analyzed the character
representations in Game of Thrones to conclude that not only was representation for female
characters missing 25% of personality types (where male characters were fully represented) but
that the "Thinking" component of the types was the least represented, allowing the argument to
suggest that thinking female characters are missing representation. The second provided method
was the Heroines in Asymmetrical Language, which suggested that the outlining of female hero's
journeys provided a way to analyze the narrative for spaces of either 'erasure' or 'sacrifice'. Using
this method, the second argument showed the hero arcs of Dany and Arya from Game of Thrones,
with both narratives embodying the loss of a position of social critique after substitution and
showing that neither were able to find a livable future after their substitution was complete.
The third provided method was The Q-Experiential, a method that suggests there is an
internal experience of queerness that is not completely knowable to those exterior to that
experience. Using this method, the third argument detailed how these character narratives written
by those external to the queer experience reiterate detrimental story arcs that result in the repetition
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of themes like violence, reform, bisexual erasure, heteronormativity, among others. In analysis of
the literature, the third argument found examples of each of these detrimental themes throughout
the story for the queer characters like Renly, Oberyn, and Yara, and how problematic the limitation
of narratives can be on the development of queer identities in reality. The fourth provided method
was the Place, Prize, and "Agency" method, which used the Hero's Journey again to examine the
female in relation to the male hero, and how her position to him restricts her to certain roles that
'place' her as mother or wife or as a 'prize' to be won. Using this method, the fourth argument
analyzed the relation between the narratives of Chaucer's Lady Constance and Sansa Stark in Game
of Thrones and found that both exemplify the reduction of female characters to their roles in
relation to men. Being a 'prize' was also determined by whether the character's virginity was intact.
The argument concluded with the critique that modern medieval fantasy, as an attempt to remove
the female character from a position of either prize or place in relation to male characters,
introduces the rape narrative to eliminate her virginity and to problematically give the female
character agency through the process of sexual assault. Finally, the fifth provided method was the
Missionary Feminist Commitments, which used Khader's seven commitments of missionary
feminism to designate the behavior that perpetuates white, Western, supremacy in order to find it
in the mimesis of the Western space in modern fantasy. Using this method of analysis, the fifth
argument situated Westeros as the fantastical West to critique how the position of Dany within the
fantastical East mimicked missionary feminist commitments and how this type of narrative
reiterates a supremacy towards the Western development towards modernity. The argument found
that what this mimicry does is perpetuate the West as a necessary historical past, which continues
to situate communities of color into the space of the colonized, the enslaved, and the barbaric.
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These five methods of feminist analysis were designed to engage with modern fantastical
literature and media to draw out the residual prejudices that sit beneath the attempt of fair and
ethical representation. The main aim of this paper was to argue that while there has certainly been
a significance increase in representation in media, the mere presence of representation does not
necessitate a development that is ethical, nor allied. A secondary aim was to not only design a
methodological approach to feminist analysis of ethical representation, but to suggest that there is
a necessary responsibility in the way that widely-viewed and experienced characters, plots, and
worlds are developed. The ability to take readers and viewers away to another world is an
achievement of entertainment, especially speculative fiction, but the reiteration of residual
prejudices in representation makes the genre not that speculative at all.
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